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A SUMMER STORY

It began in a garden out under where the the jets scream into the airport over the treetops. Flex was 
out helping his friend Jammy clean up the mess left behind by a broken marriage.

Jammy’s wife was going to shatter into a million pieces but Jammy was a man and he wasn’t 
gonna let that worry him. After a certain number of years together, you get to hate lots about each 
other. And when the hate piles up into the unbearable then the split comes.

Jammy’s wife couldn’t stand the underlying pressure any longer. She told him to split. He split. 
Three weeks later he goes to a party, falls into healing bed with a fresh new chickie and love is a 
many splendored thing. For Jammy. For Jammy’s wife it’s certain lonely death in a cluttered 
livingroom with unwashed coffee cups in the kitchen sink and a bed that hasn’t been made in a 
month. No kids. No ties. She ten years older than him. Nothing but coffee grounds on her kiss free 
lips.

Jammy called Flex his friend, a kind of friend. Flex was a loser fallen from the upper class. No 
job, no plan, no outlook on life at all. Flex. Flex was flexible. Actually, in terms of current 
economic trends he was the perfect specimen: the flexible man. He was so flexible that he never 
got bent out of shape by anything. He was as cool and calm about no prospects as he had been 
when the skies were raining pennies from heaven.

He had won a contest once and still remembered with glee how they announced his name all over 
the radio. Money started to trickle in on him and then rained in a steady torrent for almost two 
years. He had been au courant then. Now he felt misplaced. As if someone had forgotten him in a 
back office and just let him come in and sit there everyday, not really sure if he was on the payroll 
or not.

Flex was tall and walked with a stoop, as if he was afraid to stand up straight and tall and be 
counted among the human race. That’s why Jammy liked him, because he was easy to boss 
around. He was flexible. Wanta do something one way or something another, it didn’t matter 
which way it was done as long as it needed to be done. That’s the way he thought. Jammy liked 
him because of this way of thinking, and his ignorance. Flex was ignorant of everything in the 
world that had to do with success. Jammy thought that Flex was afraid of the responsibility that 
success brought with it. According to Jammy, fear and ignorance were the same thing.

Jammy said Relax on the veranda for a second and I’ll get you a cool glass of apricot juice. Flex 
nodded and turned away to sit and contemplate the trees and listen to the birds sing in the jetless 
summer sky.

*
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Jammy and Flex have three cupboards to move from one house to another. The old house, where 
the cupboards are, is exactly 50 meters down the road. The new house is nearer the corner. It’s 
smaller too. And the cellar is smaller, with a lower ceiling, so when Jammy and Flex bring the first 
cupboard over after having raised it from the cellar of the old house, they discover, to their endless 
delight, that it’s impossible to get this monster into the cellar of the new house unless they 
dismantle the house.

But instead, being enlightened beings, they dismantle the cupboard, removing all the screws and 
the little nails, and then they rebuild the thing in the proper room in the cellar. They feel like 
geniuses after this accomplishment and decide to retire for a smoke and a sip of juice on the 
veranda.

Jammy’s wife is at the seaside. A girlfriend has come to rescue her from a soggy end on the hi-
way. Or a freaky end in Puerto del Sancto. Girlfriends try to exchange compassion. Flex and 
Jammy just traded insults with each other. Jammy always insulted Flex’ inability to make dosh. 
Flex, he’d say, you can’t even afford to put air in the tires of your bike and yet you wear a 200 
dollar shirt. How do you do it man?

Flex had a tactic. He said nothing. He knew when Jammy was trying to make a fool of him. Flex 
had long studied society and its ways, but he still hadn’t figured out how it functioned. He hardly 
had enough to eat and keep a kind of a roof over his head. But he was better off than some of his 
poor relatives in the hi-rise apartments across town where knives bristled at the least insult and 
sometimes even without insults.

Flex went to see Jammy because Jammy was the slowest man in world. Slower even than Flex at 
his stubbliest. It made working with Jammy fun. Flex could feel faster and stronger. And that’s 
why Flex got up out of his bed that Sunny Sunday summer morning to answer his phone. When he 
heard Jammy on the other end he knew there was some more lifting and pushing and sweating to 
do.

Now they were in the middle of it. One cupboard down, two to go. Jammy was in the kitchen 
fixing juice and Flex was relaxed on the veranda, with a wall of green trees beyond the canopy 
that had been rolled over his deckchair and the veranda in order to block out that cancer spreading 
merciless sun.

Flex was a time traveller. He skipped back to the night before by remembering Helen. She had a 
sweet little girl face with an emotion transference capacity that made Flex believe that she was 
really and truly moved by him being there. It was as close as he’d come to anything smelling 
remotely like love in about three years. Three years ago he’d fallen for the hormones released by a 
young apprentice bakery girl. She had outgrown him in less than six months and was last seen 
riding with her arms wrapped around a leather clad figure on a Harley, herself in full leather 
regalia and sporting an LAPD crash helmet.

*
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Flex was notoriously unlucky in love. He had once had three girlfriends in one week. Each of 
them deserting him at decreasing intervals. One after six hours, one after four, and one after forty-
five minutes, just after she came back to the table from the steak house toilets and said that she 
had to go home, take a taxi, because her little baby sister was sick and her parents wanted to go to 
the movies.

Flex believed her.

So when Flex had exchanged caressive glances with Helen the night before, his sense of 
impending doom started to race through his nerves again. She’ll find me inadequate, he thought. 
Men are all saboteurs, or else they’re hypochondriacs. They always complain. My muscle is stiff. 
Or my back is bent. Or my thighs are thighs.

Flex wanted to love Helen but he was basically afraid of being a man. So he bathed in the 
moments he could remember clearly. When she shook hands with him and looked him directly in 
the eyes and he could feel her dark orbs lock on his light orbs and he wanted to jump straight into 
her arms.

A typical reaction for a male animal, he thought. Flex thought more than Jammy. Jammy spent 
most of his time with computing machines. They did the thinking and he did the directing. Jammy 
was feeling hot and pretty secure since his breakup. It’s because he fell into bed so soon 
afterwards, thought Flex. Three weeks later he goes to a party and blasto now he’s got the 
chickie’s car and a story about a night to remember last night because his new chickie has just 
blasted off into the land of the free for a three week vacation.

Jammy is doing his wife a favor, getting the last of the shit out of the old place and into the new. 
But he does it with his own sense of time and order. Which means that it gets done in stages. The 
strategies for solving problems are thought out at a speed that would make a Malagasy tree sloth 
seem like a sprinter.

When Jammy comes out of the kitchen he’s complaining about how the missus has left such a 
mess behind that he doesn’t know how she can walk through the hallway without scratching her 
legs on the corners of boxes or old lamps. He has been out here for the first week of his vacation 
trying to make the wife miserable by being perfectly reasonable with her. She hates 
reasonableness. She needs to break down and cry and get away from Jammy for about six months 
and then see if she can put her life back together again. Each favor he does for her is a reminder 
that she’s dead in the water. She’s old meat as far as Jammy is concerned, and it shows in his walk 
and in his talk. Hey, says Jammy, she’s taken the decision man, she’s gotta deal with it now. I can’t 
help her. She’s cracked up before anyway. This is not the first time.

Oh, then she should be used to it by now, says Flex.

(Pause)

It’s good that Jammy doesn’t understand irony.
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Flex thinks Jammy is a madman. But then Jammy thinks the same of Flex, so neither of them has 
a worthy excuse to abandon the other. If Flex was really pious then he’d say Sorry Jammy, can’t 
take the shit you’re handing around anymore. Goodbye. But Flex is too flexible for that kind of a 
pious parting. Instead he says, everybody works out their own shit their own way.

It was a cop-out, but it was a way that allowed Flex to be present and watch his own demise as 
well as the demise of every other being on the planet.

Flex believes that all is ending. That we experience the universe as constantly ending. We see what 
has just gone by, react to it, contemplate it, try to figure out how we can predict it, and spend our 
lives watching and waiting and reacting to what has just ended and being fascinated by it. 
Fascinated by ending. When we see it just beginning, rationed Flex, it has already ended.

*

Jammy came out of the kitchen with a glass in each hand. He was a skinny guy really, but he gave 
the impression of having some meat on his bones. He sported a lot of tight cable-like muscles 
running down his arms and legs. But he had a fallen chest, not well developed through swimming 
or proper exercize.

Jammy sauntered through the world. He had a slow way of lifting his foot that made you think 
he’d never ever get it back on the ground again, but then there it was on the ground and somehow 
he moved closer and closer to you.

When Jammy talked, he always explained. He wanted to be sure you could understand his 
thoughts were ordered into an incredible string of sequential logic. But Jammy wasn’t predictable. 
He’d get logical when he should have been reacting with a reflex. And when logic was called for, 
he would jerk forward without coordination and bang into something and break it or break a piece 
of himself. It was rare that he broke himself. Usually the other thing broke. Like now his marriage.

It broke because she wouldn’t bend. She wouldn’t give him a chance to expand himself into all 
those projects that he never got finished because she always got in his way, took his time, because 
he always had to clean up after her.

The woman robbed Jammy of his power of reason. That’s what he said. He had come into the 
relationship to rescue her from a fate worse than death. Without him she would have died an 
unmarried woman. That would have been a tragedy for her. He became her husband and steered 
her away from this tragedy but led her into another

Why doesn’t she go to Merida, thinks Flex, and do some snappy Mexican who’ll let her remember 
what it was meant for and raise her spirits a bit with sun, sand and tequila blurred nights.

But I’m not her doctor, thought Flex. It’s a pity. If I was, ... And Flex goes off into a reverie 
thinking of situations he would never be in. Here at Jammy’s he was existing in another time 
world. It was like the rumored parallel universe.

Choose the right door and you are in the right future.

Flex hadn’t made up his mind yet. If there are parallel universes where all gradations of good and 
bad were stored then Flex would love to find the entrances (or was it exits?) that would lead from 
good to good to good to good.
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But Flex has bad judgement. He stumbles through existence like a comedian. But it isn’t funny all 
the time. Still, one thing can be said for Flex, he never expects to be saved by a last minute 
reprieve. He is flexible because he is convinced that only by being so will he have a chance to 
sidestep the end for a while, before it comes down hard and final, like a falling metal ball downing 
a wall of a house. Scrunch. So numb you don’t even feel it. You die kosher, without fear. 

Jammy said, Come on, let’s get the other two cupboards over here and then we can chill.

He and Flex got up and descended from the veranda, went around the house, up the short drive 
and out into the street. It was a hot dry day, a slight breeze wafting high clouds that hadn’t yet 
gathered themselves into thunderclouds. They went down the street like two stick men walking on 
mattresses. Bounce up and a dip down with each step.

Then it was that Jammy’s mobile phone started beeping. It sounded like something counting down 
toward a hydrogen bomb explosion. Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep! ...

*

Destroy everything, says Jammy. That’s what I should do, just destroy everything and then say 
Here it’s what you deserve after all the shit I’ve had to put up with for all these years. Always have 
to clean up after her and watch her money problems. No matter how much green she has in her 
fist, it’s gone before the job pays it into her bank account.

Jammy pauses at the door. He and Flex have just raised the second and third cupboards from the 
cellar of the old house. The second one was small and maneuverable and they got it through the 
twists and turns of the cellar without scrapes or scratches. The third one was a different matter. 
They had to approach the stairs twice before they figured out how to push it up the stairwell and 
out into the upper hallway where they were now.

Jammy posed at the door now that he was finished with his tirade. Expenditure of muscular 
strength was always accompanied by blasphemy from Jammy. But in that he wasn’t different from 
anyone else really. So thought Flex as they stood there at the door contemplating how they would 
shift this monster of a heavy cupboard from hallway to front steps, from front steps to dolly and 
then roll it back through the garden and out the driveway, down the street, and then to the new 
house where they’d discover it was impossible to get it into the cellar there and they’d leave it 
standing by the trashcans outside, and Jammy would then cover it with a plastic sheet. 

But Jammy was thinking now about the way the new chickie had said goodbye to him yesterday, 
all day long in bed, pushed to his limits. Well, we all get pushed to the limit sometimes, and 
usually it does us good, thought Jammy. Certainly did me good. And his good mood returned with 
the memory, but then went sour when he contemplated the job ahead.

She was going to crack apart like an iceberg breaking away from the glacier. Crack bam boom. It 
was going to be a mighty roar and crash into the icy water. Jammy was worried for her. He was 
genuinely emotionally linked to her predicament, but he knew that he was not capable of directing 
her to the exit door. That would have to be in her own hands. And he knew that it was terror at 
having to go through the last gate alone that was shredding her paper brain.
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Jammy felt the need for a nicotine fix. But he’d get this one over there and then chill on the 
veranda again before doing the last few things and heading back to the city. It had been a 
successful day for him. He added things up and found it was good to have Flex there with him to 
help clear the last few things away. And Flex was cool. He never really complained, though once 
in a while he’d get ornery and wouldn’t fetch the stick that was thrown for him. But Jammy could 
deal with that. He didn’t like fetching sticks either.

*

The night before at the night club Flex had been the guest of Fatty, a keyboarder friend of his who 
played in a skiffle band. Genuine skiffle stuff, washboard and banjo and teabox bass and the extra 
added attraction of an electrified guitar and a keyboard.

Fatty was a popstar of sorts, with a compelling tenor that could swing from Billy Joel to Ray 
Charles and Little Stevie Wonder, or rather Big Stevie he was now. Fatty was big too. He didn’t 
have the nickname for nothing. He was fat and jolly and everybody reacted good-humoredly to his 
good humor. He was very fast with his repartee. Faster than Flex could hope ever to be. So Flex 
stood by and played straight man to Fatty’s silver tongue.

Everybody laughed. The evening had been a success. The band played well. The place had more 
guests than expected. They all had fun. Flex had been able to encounter Helen. But still there had 
been something about the evening that had been odd. Fatty had kept wanting to get back in front 
of his computer screen. He was surfing Japan. He’d found a hot spot and was milking it for all he 
could get out of it. He’d already spent more than 300 dollars on videos and memberships and all 
that stuff. He was investing time and money and wanted to get back so that he could sit some 
more.

Flex wanted to go home with Helen. He would have given up his seat in the car to walk her home. 
But she was going home with somebody else. He might never see her again. It made him sad to 
think that something that perhaps could have turned out to be love would be untracked just like 
that, Helen through one door, Flex through another.

Free will was better than parallel universes, thought Flex. But free will bred guilt and Parallel 
universes breed calculations, and since we live in an age of calculation then parallel universes 
probably win. Flex was flexible in the way he dealt with theories and beliefs. If he needed to have 
one then he’d find one that suit him or else he’d adapt one to suit his needs.

*

Jammy and Flex were finished now and washed and cleaned up and ready to cruise back to the 
city. Jammy had the new chickie’s car and was going to take Flex home.

Let’s go, said Flex. I don’t want to be here when she shows. I think I’d freak.

You won’t freak man, says Jammy. She got real thin lately.

A shudder goes through Flex and he stares at Jammy. How come I’m here with you man, you’re a 
monster for allowing this to happen. But Flex doesn’t say this to Jammy, he just thinks it and that 
makes it OK somehow. You can think anything you want, he thinks. But there are some things you 
just can’t say. Anyway, he thinks, Jammy wouldn’t listen to me. He’d go on living his life the way 
he lives it. And anyway, aren’t I as much of a criminal as he is? All of us are criminals. Where had 
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he heard that before? Some song. He couldn’t remember who it was from either. It didn’t matter. It 
was true. Flex could recognize truth as well as anybody. But that didn’t always help him. In fact it 
very seldom helped him.

Jammy said. OK I’m ready. Let’s go. And he picked up his bag and his mobile phone in it’s little 
papoose and Flex and Jammy walked out of the front door. Jammy locked it and Flex didn’t look 
back, just walked to the car, a worn little foreign job which was not much more than wheels and 
motor covered by a thin windbreak of tin.

Flex got in after Jammy unlocked the door. Jammy had a problem with the key, cursed the car and 
went around to the driver’s side, opened the door, and then reached across the seat and pulled the 
black plastic tab up. Flex got in and strapped the safety belt across his chest. He’d have no chance 
from a side ram in this tin can, he thought. And when Jammy fired the engine the thing leapt 
forward like a circus wagon with trick wheels.

It’s still cold said Jammy. Been standing there all day long, no action. I’ll get it into shape in a 
second.

They drove in nicotine fixative silence after the final errand of flowers and coffee to a Mac Dough 
where they got a tray full of goodies and something to drink and then went and sat outside next to 
a young stud who was training his string. He had four. Two were active and the other two were 
hoping to be let into the game.

Flex wanted to say something about them to Jammy but Jammy was busy explaining how when 
she’d told him it was over then that’s when she’d made her decision. He’d been glad of course that 
she’d said it was over because he’d wanted to cut loose again. He’d been tied to long, he was big 
enough to admit that he’d had some longing to escape from her, and then she said It’s Over, just 
like Roy Orbison.

It would have floored me if she would have played that old Roy Orbison number.

It would have been impossible for her to have thought of such a significant symbolic ending to the 
affair, said Flex. It would have meant she was a resonating being, all marbles firmly in the marble 
container. No. Flex shook his head and stole a look at the black haired young beauty at the next 
table. the girl was singing a soul ballad. She had smoke in her voice and a smell that came over on 
the breeze. Flex would have loved to explore that smell more closely. Ha, he caught himself 
immediately. What about Helen? Well, though Flex, she launched another ship last night, but this 
dark haired little baby is the harbor I’d like to come home to.

Jammy reminded Flex that he had an appointment, so Flex chewed quickly through his food and 
slurped his drink and stole another couple of glimpses at the string and the young bull and 
watched them leave.

Five minutes later he and Jammy were back on the road, cutting across through side roads when 
there she was, with her girlfriend, the bull invisible, the two girls walking the side of the road 
waiting for the next Mercedes to pull up to the curb.

Jammy noticed them. Hey, he said, weren’t they back there at the Mac Dough? Sure were, says 
Flex.

Just shows you, says Jammy.
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Flex didn’t ask him exactly what it showed because he didn’t think that Jammy would be able to 
tell him. He just sat there and thought about how the sky was clouding up and wondered when it 
would thunder and piss rain again and whether he would see Helen ever again.

Jammy dropped him off and he closed the door in the middle of a sentence and waited until 
Jammy pulled away and got lost in the evening traffic.

I’m no better, said Flex to himself as he opened the door and walked into his apartment. It was 
cool and smelled like home.

He changed into home clothes and fixed himself a cup of tea. He’d have to call Fatty and tell him 
he wanted to see Helen again. If anyone could fix it for him then it was Fatty. But what about 
Helen’s guy? Oh Flex, Flex, don’t get moral when it comes to love. Just go in there and copulate 
like the rest of them. It’s good for your muscles and good for your soul, clears out all that cosmic 
catarrh that’s been building up inside you since that bakery girl left you.

Oh Flex, Flex.

He stopped talking to himself and reached for the phone. If only it would turn out to be a long hot 
summer, he thought as he pushed the numbers that Fatty would answer to, then he’d be sure to see 
Helen again.

STILL A SUMMER STORY

Flex was the central character in his own life. He had never been the central character in anyone 
else’s life. At least not that he could remember. Maybe in his mother’s life. Never in his father’s 
life. But probably not even then. There is only one central character in every life, thought Flex. 
And I am he for me.

Flex had called Fatty and received a parting call from Jammy who was at the airport, waiting to 
board his flight to island vacation. He had it good at the moment, thought Flex. Jammy had it 
good. But look at the corpses he was stepping on to have his moments of self. Flex stopped 
moralizing. He wasn’t good at it and didn’t have any reason to make himself appear to have a 
bigger soul than anyone else anyway. Mahatma. Big soul. That he wasn’t, to be sure. But there are 
some around, I suppose, thought Flex. There are always one or two big soul guides around to 
make sure the herd heads in the right spiritual direction. Assuming there is one. Flex was drifting 
into theology and cosmology now. He had to stop this. It was a new day, a fresh day, a moment for 
him to get his flexible life together and swung into the right direction.

Flex, Flex, he shook his head from side to side in a secret moment of self pity. But then he slid his 
fingers across the front of the telephone and punched numbers. Maybe he’d get lucky one day like 
all those other bastards out there and get a free cruise to the Greek Isles or be asked to join an 
expedition going to Mongolia. He was flexible and could foresee any future for himself. The only 
future he couldn’t foresee was the actual one. That future always escaped him and he constantly 
woke up believing that it couldn’t be true, not he, not Flex, he couldn’t now be in the situation he 
was in, the danger, the impending doom.
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The truth was that Flex was one of those people who could never get beyond tying his shoelaces. 
Shoelace tying he learned after he got his first pair of tennies, but that was as far as he was willing 
to go in concession to a world he found angular, sharp, hard and unmalleable. In other words, he 
was unable to deal properly with the realities of existence.

Flex was not as ignorant as Jammy believed he was. Flex was not brilliant or a rapid-fire retorter, 
but he could think around corners enough to know that what was out there in the world was often 
ugly and mean like the ogres that waited under bridges in those stories he heard in his childhood. 
Ogres were out there waiting to munch you up if you made the wrong move, took a false step, 
made a sound at the wrong moment. An open mouthed Ogre with a thousand teeth and hands 
larger than your head would pick you up and stuff you head-first into his mouth.

An Ogre-filled world was all that awaited Flex and so he retired, step by step, back into the world 
that had made the years after shoelace tying into such a pleasant world. Endless delight. Each day 
a new dream of who he was, who he might be. What might happen. And then one day he woke up 
to find out he was Flex and had been deposited into the world like a cardboard box too big to be 
brought into the house and so deposited on the sidewalk where the passersby look at it in curiosity 
and wonder What might it contain, Is it precious, Can I steal it, Or is it just an empty box, set there 
to make passersby think.

Flex didn’t really know who he was or what he was doing here. He thought about it often but 
could never come to a final conclusion. Maybe it’s like in Japan, thought Flex, where you never 
know your real name because it’s given to you after your death.

Flex was leaning back in his cane chair with one foot up on his desktop, looking out the window, 
with his left hand holding the telephone receiver to his ear. In the middle of the third ring, the 
secretary picked up and said: TESTiCO, Sylvie, can I help you?

Flex immediately saw her in his head as a small-boned blond with hair cut short over her ears. She 
won’t hurt me, thought Flex. I can talk to her.

And then he did.

*

The worse thing that can happen to you, thought Flex, is that people disregard you completely, But 
then that’ll be your saving grace.

It was a thought more complex than he was normally used to thinking.

The call from Jammy was about a holiday to the coast. He was on his way to ride up the coast 
with his new chickie and her mom. Flex would have fainted at such a prospect, after only knowing 
the chick a few weeks. Flex was shocked at the speed that Jammy was going through his changes.

Sounds real cozy, said Flex. Well, yeah, we’re just camping out in motels and all that. It’ll be cool. 
But I have to go get some cash at the airport money machine, said Jammy. He was talking on his 
portable and it sounded like he was in a cave with sunglasses on against the glare of the coast he 
was dreaming he’d soon be on.
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Yeah, listen Flex, said Jammy. Then there was a long pause as Jammy got up the strength to ask 
Flex a favor. Hey, man, listen, while I’m gone. Will you take a look in from time to time on my 
apartment? Flex had to smile at the way it was such an effort for Jammy to ask for a favor. Flex 
savored it for a sec and then said No problem. I’ll pick up your keys from the office in the 
morning.

Outside in the street someone laughed a sinister criminal kind of laugh, like out of a psycho-
thriller.

Flex hung up the phone and then got up and checked the doors and the windows. Everything was 
locked up tight. Living in the city. You’re living in the city Flex, he said to himself without 
opening his mouth.

*

Flex was at morning coffee at his favorite kitchen table. He had slept well and he knew that 
Jammy was now on the other side of the world and in a car setting himself up to be a fatted calf. 
Flex thought that he wouldn’t mind being a fatted calf. But the chances of that weren’t very good.

The sun was up it was another summer day added on to the one yesterday at Jammy’s place where 
he’d helped Jammy move those cupboards. Flex thought that Jammy had ended the affair badly. 
He took criticism home with him. But he rationalized, Who am I to criticize. But then the thought 
process receded into complexities he didn’t want to contemplate.

Jammy does Jammy’s business, Flex, you do Flex’s business.

He agreed to that.

His business was however, as usual, devoid of any interest to anyone except himself, and that only 
to the extent that he had to engage in it in order to survive. And this was becoming more difficult. 
He wondered if there was such a thing as Bureaucratic Murder, where the county or the state loads 
you with so much paper that you perish. You walk away from the paper and they say, this being 
does not exist bureaucratically, and then you vanish. Except for your body which gets swept up 
and disposed of by the cheapest means.

Flex had to be careful not to wax poetic so early in the morning. It made him appear inscrutable in 
the eyes of strangers and he wanted to avoid looking like anything other than a normal human 
being. Someone you pass in the street and hardly notice. Which is who he was.

Flex wondered what happened when the wife got back to the house and found all those reminders 
of their life together piled under her floor, stacked up beside her trash cans, twined in the sheets of 
her unmade bed. What would this woman do after a hit as hard as that one?

On the other hand, thought Flex, she did call the turds on her own head to a certain extent. He was 
getting judgmental again, but why not be judgmental? She longed for something, thought she got 
it and found out that the ideal doesn’t exist anywhere. Especially not in a marriage made of helper 
and helpless.

Why doesn’t she cry, thought Flex. She should cry. Maybe she does cry. Maybe that’s why she’s 
so thin. She can’t take the strain of it and is falling to bits. And that’s where Jammy is... OK, no 
more judgments, I’m tired of that. Let’s take care of my life now.
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Flex was looking forward to a fine life. He had hoped to be able to travel to the south but things 
got stalled along the way. Anyway, soon something would break into the positive. He was sure of 
that. Flex was sure of many things, but usually he was surely wrong. He couldn’t remember the 
last time he had been right about anything. Certainly not about the bakery girl. Though that affair 
had had promise, he thought. It went on for so long. She probably liked me. Which was, he knew, 
being kind to himself because he thought of himself as such an idiot that no one could possibly 
love him.

He was probably partially right in this assumption.

He had three things to do today and if they all fell into place properly then there’d be a semi-future 
for him.

He had pared down his thinking into semi futures so that he could handle the probabilities better. 
A total future was incomprehensible to him although he knew some people lived through them 
constantly. They are the blessed, thought Flex.

But blessed or not blessed there were three things to do. The first one was to send this letter before 
it weighs down my table for another day.

A SUMMER STORY (2)

After moving those last cupboards with Jammy, Flex had gotten a job, of sorts, with two guys who 
had to finish a project real fast and needed Flex to do some of the typesetting for the thing. 
Typesetting was a skill that Flex had learned early on in his career and it had helped Flex through 
a lot of down moments and it came back over and over to haunt him, but in a friendly way.

Flex was strapped for cash so he took on the job, knowing it was only temporary even though it 
took on a full four days of his time, hardly sleeping in between because there was so much to do. 
He sat like a madman in front of the screen and typed till his shoulders started to ache, till his butt 
felt like a flattened mass, and till his back muscles were practically frozen into position.

Then he would get up, knead his muscles, crack his joints and walk around for five minutes. And 
then, if he could still feel a little surge, he’d go back to the typing. If not then he’d go to bed.

In the morning he’d get up and go straight back to work after a bowl of rice and a weak tea. It was 
his standard fare while he was on a fast burn job. He avoided all the pizza and coffee offers from 
the other guys and stuck to his rice and tea. They thought: He’s weird, but they also felt guilty for 
not being as iron-willed as Flex and this guilt made them feel bad and so, slowly but surely, they 
got progressively alienated from him.

Flex had witnessed this phenomenon before. It was like a disease following him around. At first 
everybody loved him because he was so different, so independent. But then this apparent freedom 
that he had, grated on people chained to the wheel. It started with a glance and then turned into a 
comment, and finally, at the end it was barely suppressed fuming anger while giving him the check 
and practically throwing him out of the office.
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When Flex cashed the check then for the first time in weeks he felt as if he could lie on his couch 
and watch TV without a sense of irresponsibility. He hated TV because it was so stupid, but then 
he loved it for exactly the same reason. He used it as a sort of meditative medium. His favorite 
pastime was watching sports with the TV sound turned down and the local college radio station 
on.

It was baseball season now, so Flex had settled in to watch as many games as he could stomach. 
He came back from the kitchen loaded down with goodies. On a tray he had a glass of cold herb 
tea sweetened with honey, a half dozen of his favorite giant Mama chocolate chip cookies, 2 
bananas, a big jug of plain yogurt, and a bowl and a spoon and his pipe. He set the tray down on 
the table and settled into the couch.

Now this is gonna be some night, he said, and sunk down into the cushions to lean back and enjoy 
every ball that was going to be pitched.

*

Flex watched the manager come out to the mound. The pitcher was going through a rocky top of 
the fourth. There was gonna be a delay. The music was cool. A close up of the manager’s face 
reminded him of Al.

What a crazy guy. Flex met him at a coffee shop the day he came back from airing Jammy’s 
apartment. Al told Flex that he made 11 dollars a day as a dishwasher at a Cafe-Restaurant, 
weekends only, which made forty-four dollars a month, four dollars more than the rent he had to 
pay for the use of the room at the back of an apartment, and that he lived on egg-salad sandwiches 
and tuna salad, with extra dollops of mayo, spooned out of the big tupperware plastic bowls the 
half-blind old Greek cook filled each morning, and he drank probably ten huge glasses of iced tea 
out of the automatic Lipton dispenser from 8 in the morning when he started to 8 at night when the 
whisky-drinking black lady cook came in with her latino dishwasher and cursed her way through 
to the wee hours and left him stained floors to mop and crusty pots to scrub out before the early 
birds came in on Sunday morning.

Al said he always wore a midnight blue T-shirt and rolled his cigs into the sleeves so that he´d 
look the part: slaveboy on his way from rags to riches in the land of opportunity. A big lie of 
course, but the kind of Romantic notion that floats around in the misty underworld of the 
unconscious and determines the subtle movements that later look like fate to all but the trained eye 
of the observer.

Al took some classes at the local institute of higher learning. He had some weird courses. He said:

Victimology 101 was taught by a certain Dr Slugg, who isn´t important in this except of course for 
what he may have pushed into the brains of the people who attended his seminars. Practically 
everyone was in that class, except for Reddi Proudfeet, who hadn´t yet begun her analysis and 
hadn´t yet decided that she should go back to school and try to expand her horizons while her ex-
husband was still supporting her and the kids.

Al said that after he met Reddi his life changed drastically. Her husband took the kids on Friday 
night and that´s when Al showed up at her house, and until Sunday afternoon he says they made 
love, ate, went to movies, made love, went out for walks, made love, made love and made love. 
Then, just before the kids came back he´d stroll out into the hot summer night and whistle all the 
way back to his room
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The manager had gone out to remind his man that it was time to bear down and throw strikes.

Finally he walked back toward the dugout and the pitcher got his signals from the catcher, spat, 
and threw a white blur across the TV screen.

*

Jammy had called earlier, before Flex had come to sit in front of the tube. He was in a place called 
Humboldt, on the coast on his way through to Oregon. He’d heard from a couple of students in a 
cafe that morning that there was a famous writer living up in Oregon that he should go and visit.

The mother of his new lovely wanted to drop in on the guy but Jammy said: Hey, I haven’t read 
any of his books, you know, and anyway we haven’t got a good enough car to take the dirt roads 
that lead out there.

Flex asked him if the three of them were sleeping in one room. Jammy got indignant. Hey, one 
room, not one bed said Flex with a smile that was ten thousand miles away, but which Jammy 
could see as plain as he could see the sun setting over the ocean while he strolled along the beach 
speaking with Flex on his handy.

I gotta keep it short said Jammy. But let me tell you it has been a great trip so far. I’m doing most 
of the driving and that’s sometimes a drag. Don’t get to see as much. But everybody’s happy. 
Happy women make for a happy time. Know what I mean?

Yeah, said Flex. By the way, your apartment is OK. I aired it out the other day and watered the 
plants. Call me again.

That had been before the game started. Now it seemed to Flex that the manager must have said the 
right things to the pitcher because the guy threw three fastballs right down the middle. The batter 
looked twice and then swung at the third without hope of hitting it but with as much strength as he 
could muster just in case.

The inning was finally over and the score was still nothing nothing. It was gonna be a great game. 
It was hot outside and inside. A silent waterfall of ads slipped by on the screen. Slick electric 
guitar riffs issued from the speakers of Flex’s radio.

He thought about Helen and wondered if Fatty had given her the message. He’d wait until the 
weekend, just a couple of days away now and then he’d call Fatty again. He had a little bit of cash 
now and he could maybe take Helen out to dinner, or, better yet, meet her in a bar somewhere and 
have a few drinks.

Maybe they’d go to the races. Hey, that was an idea. He’d invite her to spend an afternoon at the 
race track, put a little luck money on a nag and see what happened. The weather was good. They 
would stand at the rail and hear the thundering hoofs of the horses and the roar of the crowd and 
he’d edge closer to her and let his bare forearm rest against hers, just touching, nothing else and 
see if there was a charge there being built up or if the skin was cold.
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He thought about his own skin. Maybe I feel like a fish to other people, he thought. He wondered 
what life would be like if everyone touched everyone else all the time. He decided that it would 
probably be pretty annoying, never having any peace at all from touch touch touch. On the other 
hand, he could certainly stand for more touching than he was getting at the moment

The visiting team’s pitcher was on the mound now and he looked much fiercer there than he had 
up at the plate. He stood tall and proud for a moment, nodded his head ever so slightly at the 
catcher’s signal and in one smooth motion reared back and hurled that little white ball past the 
batter and into his catcher’s glove where it must have resounded with a such a POP that Flex was 
sure he could hear it as plainly there on his couch as if he were down on the field himself.

*

Helen had a different life, thought Flex. He wondered what her life might be like. She worked in 
an office. But she was able to go out and do what she pleased when there was nothing happening 
behind the desk. You could see that from her tan. Where did she get it? Bermuda, Caicos, maybe 
Cuba? She had something executive about the way she carried herself. And she had a cute face. It 
was almost unexecutive. Too much of the little girl in it to make you want to respect its power. But 
then when she turned and looked at you sideways, like a wise old eagle, you got the sense that she 
could be fierce if she had to be.

Flex didn’t want Helen to be fierce with him. Flex liked friendliness. But strangely enough it often 
ran away from him.

Take for example the story of him and Jerry and Lucy. Three people coming together to work on a 
project. All three were supposed to be equals, but it turned out that three egos are greater than can 
be contained in a triangle and in the end Jerry burst into megalomania and Lucy and Flex walked 
away from the project. It brought Flex and Lucy close together for a moment. She told him how 
Jerry had put her under pressure to do as he wanted. Yeah, said Flex, that was what he did to me 
too. The kind of pressure that I don’t like. 

Hopefully Helen wouldn’t put him under pressure. She had a double quality, like Gemini. The 
summer is Gemini and Cancer and if Leo’s in on it then it’s a hot hot summer, thought Flex. 
Maybe Helen is a hot hot summer girl. And me, thought Flex, me. Hot summer or no summer it 
doesn’t make me a hotter commodity. I’ve spent so many summers solo now that I can’t even look 
at a woman without getting embarrassed thinking that maybe if we did fall in love that I’d have to 
undress in front of her and let her see me.

Flex shifted uncomfortably on the couch and reached out for another cookie. It was the bottom of 
the seventh and the score was tied at one apiece. Both pitchers were doing well. The one had 
settled down after his fourth inning wobblies and had given up an unearned run in the sixth on an 
error, a steal and a single to right. But his team had clawed right back in the bottom of the sixth 
with a double, an infield single and a deep fly ball to center.

Flex got up and took his glass with him to the kitchen where he filled it with herb tea from the 
pitcher in the fridge. I wonder, he thought, as he closed the fridge door and felt a short blast of 
cool air hit him on the cheek... I wonder if Helen and I could sail off to Troy and make a happy 
life of it together.

*
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The game was going to go into extra innings. That was good. It was tied three three. The home 
team had tied it up in the bottom of the ninth with two solo homers. The original pitchers were 
both gone after strong showings and now the middle relievers were in, with the short relievers 
already up in the bullpen just in case.

Flex got up and strolled into the kitchen.

What made Flex different from most of his contemporaries was that he had spent a lot of time 
learning about things that were totally useless in daily life. As a kid he’d read the story of Jason 
and the Argonauts for instance. At first he saw it as a wild ride for a treasure. Then he had to read 
it again in high school and he’d discovered the youthful adventure of the boy becoming a man, 
finding his treasure and his woman.

But then lately he’d read it again and he had come to the conclusion that Jason was some stupid 
guy, who threw away happiness - potential happiness - for actual greed and power. In other words, 
thought Flex, he was just like one of us normal people, all riddled with sin and illusion. Just that 
he was mythologized.

Maybe that was it, thought Flex, we’re all being mythologized for the future. Some of our 
mythologized remains last thousands of years, some just a few weeks after the mortal remains are 
gone. Either way, these mythological things dissipate and disappear.

That’s why we’re busy now fashioning a new mythology for the next millennium thought Flex. 
The next millennium will begin with all the basic electronics in place. All we have to do it provide 
the basic plot and the electronic brains will fill it with all the right pictures. Wonderful fun, thought 
Flex. Of course all those actors will be out of business, thought Flex, because the real actors in the 
next millennium will be virtual, just like the prototype popstar from Japan that’s such a rage.

The future. The future, thought Flex, the future is a pipedream. Everyone knows that and yet 
everyone ignores it in order to get along toward capturing that holy fleece. Just like Jason, who 
had the moment of greatness in his hands and yet...? 

And once Flex could see that about Jason, then he could see it about the most holy of the holy 
people running around among us today. It brought everything to a state of such total equality that 
it was difficult for Flex to figure out what he should do. For instance: Should he force the issue 
with Helen or should he just let the Tao flow and see where it brought him to shore?

And what about that guy from the job? He wanted Flex to work with him again. Should Flex try to 
speak to him, see if there was a hidden monster lying within or a normal persona? Or should he 
just say Chill till later world and lay back and enjoy summer and the bouts of sunshine and 
regenerate?

Tray loaded with thew remaining goodies he could scratch out of the dark corners of his kitchen, 
Flex sat back down in front of the box. The nice thing about baseball, thought Flex, is that, 
theoretically, one game could go on forever, tied-up, inconclusive, one team batting after the other, 
the top of the 24th inning, the bottom of the 35th, the score still tied, all the pitchers exhausted, 
neither team willing to concede defeat, neither team capable of delivering the coup de grace. 

Of course if every game was like that then it would only be popular among the Buddhists, thought 
Flex. And when baseball becomes a Buddhist game then the population will have developed 
spiritually.
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Flex was overwhelmed with his thinking power.

Here were the solutions to all the ills of the universe, served on a platter, thought Flex as he looked 
down at his tray covered in chocolate bars and cookies and chips.

Remove this need for winning, for the coup de grace, and you remove all the ills, everybody runs 
around trying to help everybody else, being careful not step on Mr Jones’s karma and soil his soul, 
meanwhile doing a good turn for yourself.

But the baseball would be shitty then thought Flex, there’d be no suspense, everything would end 
in tranquility and equality. Unfortunately there were enough mad dogs and cannibals around to 
make sure that the world would not be a boring place to live in for a few more centuries to come.

Flex felt that this summer was going to be good to him. And in turn he would be good for the 
summer.

*

Well, in the bottom of the twelfth, the bases loaded and one out, sweat clearly visible on all the 
faces caught in close-ups by the cameras, the pitcher winds and it’s a scorcher to the third baseman 
who is in close on the grass to prevent a suicide squeeze. He gets his glove on it and finally 
controls it and is now so near the bag that instead of throwing to the plate to cut off the runner, he 
steps on the bag, which now changes the force out at the plate to a tag, so, thinking on his feet, as 
it were, the third-baseman winds up and lets rip at the only other out still available to him, at first. 
Under severe pressure because he was moving away from his target as he threw the ball, the throw 
from the third baseman comes in low at first and has to be dug out of the dirt and nobody can see 
anything except the umpire who is certain immediately and throws both palms flat out and the 
runner at first is safe and the game has been won in the bottom of the twelfth 4 to 3 and Flex sighs 
in relief at the result.

He picks up the remote and goes through the numbers until he finds a picture that doesn’t conflict 
too much with the music.

*

The summer weeks dragged on, hot, sweaty. Flex didn’t avoid the sun but he didn’t scorch himself 
in it.

Jammy and Fatty went away. He was delegated to water the plants at their apartments.

On the second day after Jammy left, he went over there and aired the place out and checked out 
the plants. They were still growing. Some of them were taller than he was. He could smell them 
the moment he walked in the door. They smelled jungle sweet promise of adventure. Flex laughed. 
Adventure! He had an adventurous enough life. He could wish less adventure and more stability. 
But: All stability ends in death, thought Flex. You have to keep constantly moving from Yes to No. 
Back to Yes.
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On the fifth day he went to Fatty’s and aired that place too and watered all the plants, like a good 
boy, and then sat on the couch and went through Fatty’s record collection. The best collection of 
anyone among his friends, ah, now here were all those ... and as he went though the titles he 
thought of how Jammy was somewhere on the coast now sliding along the hi-way toward his 
moment of truth. Just like all of us, just like all of us.

Maybe all of us met someplace along the way, all the little bits of existence get to know each other 
and... These thoughts were all too complex for Flex. Why wasn’t there just a simple solution to the 
puzzle, to the riddle of existence.

Flex had passed a bookstore the other day and there in the window was a book with the title:

Guidebook To The Various Planes of Existence

Now there was a title that offered all sorts of solutions, thought Flex. The author had probably 
worked years on some mystical manuscript that, like the secret power coming from pyramids, 
would make each and every one of us normal stupid people into the luckiest of the lucky and most 
knowledgeable of the known.

Flex imagined somebody delivering an ad for the book. The announcer’s voice a little like this, 
thought Flex, kind of wanting you to listen to the ad like a friend not a customer, you know 
starting out with something light and easy like:

We all have the knowledge.

In one way or another we exploit what has been given us, for good or evil (if one still believes in 
good or evil). But what we do with our abilities, our knowledge, is or seems to be solely for the 
matter of expediency, for survival in this particular physical space and time.

Should that be the limit of our function?

Isn’t it possible that we exist on more than one plane and that the skills we so aptly manipulate 
here and now are equally developable on all the other — perhaps infinite — planes of existence?

Flex felt cozy and warm as he imagined his imaginary announcer muttering into some microphone 
somewhere:

Perhaps we are reluctant, or just too lazy, and do not wish to try and find the other planes of 
existence, or if they do exist. And how would we go about learning more about these planes 
anyway? Where are they? Are they plainly perceivable by all?

The answers to these and many more complex questions will be found in the all new 4 color 
Guidebook To The Various Planes of Existence. Available now in hardback for $27.95 or in 
paperback six months from now for only $10.95.

This two-thousand page introduction to the labyrinthine alleyways of the universe is not meant as 
a comprehensive study but only as a guide which will help the curious plane wanderer find exactly 
where and when he or she is.

Guidebook To The Various Planes of Existence is a whirlwind tour through some of the most 
interesting planes the author has been on.
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Take, for instance, Chapter 6: The Plane of Sexual Indulgence. Here the author explains the 
complex and yet interesting events which befell him when he stumbled across this erotically 
stimulating plane. Read about how he happened to arrive. Who he met. What perversions he 
engaged in. Learn how you can find this panting paradise.

Or:

Chapter 93 of this wonderful book contains a less shocking but interesting plane nevertheless: The 
Plane of Religious Experience. Loose the restraints on your soul and give yourself up to a spiritual 
leader — or, better yet, learn how to be a spiritual leader. The techniques of spirituality are laid 
bare. How to attract masses of followers. How to perform miracles. How to develop the gift of 
prophecy. And many many more awe-inspiring techniques which will certainly make you a 
crucifiable figure – if you so desire.

Yes! thought Flex, isn’t that what all those guys are reaching out for?

If Guidebook To The Various Planes of Existence does not thrill you more, does not excite you 
more, does not provide you with more knowledge and technical skill in plane dynamics than any 
other book of its kind, if it does not arouse your curiosity more than any book you have ever read 
before then you will receive a full  refund in whatever plane and time you and the author may 
meet again.

Yeah, thought, Flex, yeah, tell them where to send the cash or better what number to phone and 
there you have it.

Flex had more typesetting work to do and so he put aside his thoughts about the non-material 
world and got down to earning a little credit for his existence.

*

Jammy got back but only had time to drop in and pick up the key and give Flex a ferryboat 
brochure from some ferryboat they had taken up in the Sound. Flex didn’t know what he should 
do with it. It had a couple of nice pictures on it. One of the boat, one of an island with huge stones 
and spiky green fir trees.

He couldn’t just give it back to him. He said Thanks and put it on the bookshelf. Jammy 
apologized for being in a rush and then rushed out the door.

That was that thought Flex. Jammy is gone. Oh maybe he is still a friend of sorts, but he’s lost his 
soul to the flesh.

Fatty came back and was more generous. He gave Flex a small wheel of cheese which Flex was 
still eating from. Fatty had picked it up somewhere in Holland. Had eaten some of it himself, liked 
it and immediately bought 5 of them, one for each of his present receiving friends.

Fatty was living a life. OK. Flex had heavy reservations about the kind of life that Fatty was 
living. But Fatty wasn’t feeling guilty all the time. Was he?
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Flex had never asked Fatty about things like that. He wondered what Fatty would say to a question 
like: Fatty do you feel guilty about the time you spend frying your eyeballs on the computer 
screen? No. Fatty would say No. Why should I? I wanta do it. That’s what Fatty would say.

Flex would have to make a few more phone calls in the next few weeks and get his world spinning 
again. It had been slowing on its axis lately. He was thinking too much and doing enough. So he 
went down into the cellar and searched through some old papers. There was an old notebook down 
here somewhere. He remembered a story he’d written down once, so long ago, when he thought 
he’d maybe try to publish a story in a magazine, maybe earn a few bucks. He’d never published it 
of course. Never even sent it out. He felt embarrassed by it.

He didn’t find the book of stories but he found the notebook he had kept that time when he was in 
therapy and the man had told him to write down his dreams.

The notebook had gotten wet and some of the ink had blotched. But the words were still legible. 
They were in his good handwriting.

Flex sat on a box under the bare bulb and read the first page.

We are next to the railroad tracks, down at the bottom of the piles of pebbles that the tracks are 
laid on, me and him and all the others, men and women. It is dark. Nighttime, but I can make out 
the forms of the others, seeing them as shadows against the night.

We are all waiting for trains. No one is in charge. And it isn´t a station or anything like that. It is 
just a place in the middle of somewhere where the trains stop on their way through. I wait around 
there for a while, then go down the slope to the tunnel thats cut under the tracks. Down there I can 
hear my footsteps, like you can in tunnels, all grainy and high in the treble and reverbing. And it is 
front-lit, by a big white spot through white steam, so that the guys who are standing around down 
there all have that hollow-eyed furtive look of male prostitutes and corner drug dealers.

They look me over, furtively, but they see I’m no mark.

I go back up.

A train pulls in.

There’s lots of steam and the big white eye of the locomotive stays patiently open while word goes 
up and down the line among the shadows that it is a train full of vets.

There is a woman nearby and she claws at my clothes. Then somebody says I should get on the 
train. So I go on down along the side of it until I come to a wagon with green plastic windows 
which glow as if they are painted with luminous paint.

One of these door/windows pops open — it is held by hinges at the top — and I crawl in.

It is warm in there and there is a girl crying over Lyle. Lyle! Lyle! She has real tears and there is 
someone comforting her and so she hasn´t seen me enter.
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I get the impression the compartment is orange. Lit very well, but without direct light, the orange 
walls make me feel 100% awake and rational. There are no seats like in a normal train, instead 
there are green foam-rubber forms that are large enough to kneel in, and they are set into a kind of 
niche topped off by a transparent plastic canopy that reminds me of a squid´s backbone.

I kneel down in the form, facing the wall, and then bend forward, closing my eyes at the same 
time, and begin my Om. AUM!

It changes all the frequencies in the compartment instantly.

The girl had been crying at VHF and the Oummm winds her down like she is going through a tone 
transformer and being dialed from a screechy top to the comforting and comfortable frequency of 
my Auoooomm!

*

The second dream was a bit shorter. Flex read it quickly.

Sunrise the next morning is like on Jupiter. The bands of color have their greatest intensity in the 
orange sector, the widest. Later, the sky takes on a violet hue, from top to bottom, and the little 
puffs of baby clouds blow across like foam or trash on the surface of a majestic sea.

It is cold out there. Noise from the sleepers makes it hard for me to sleep, so I stare at the walls for 
a while and then go to take a shit. The shit turns out to be a good one. One of those thorough shits 
that leave you feeling as if your brownie got reamed by the best reamer in the business. Clean.

Then a pair of monks go past. Both are roly-poly like the Michelin Man. Both are naked too, and 
shaved clean, but one has hairs that look like quotation marks in a ladder from the cleft in his butt 
up to the middle of his back. Both monks go past pretty fast and smooth: Two pale circus bears in 
synchronous movement, walking on hind legs as muscular as the legs of Sumo wrestlers, but 
swinging their arms as well, so that at times it looks like a dance.

Flex put the notebook back in the box, the box back on top of the other boxes and closed the door 
to his little cellar room.

He went back up to his room and then looked out his window at the sun bleeding over the rooftops 
of the city. Life is life, thought Flex. It’s so simple and stupid that we don’t realize it’s there. Keep 
making a salad out of all those dreams and theories and illusions and in the end you can’t see life 
because the abundance of imagination you have makes life, real life, invisible.

Yeah, thought Flex, Jammy and Fatty and Al and Helen and Lucy and Jerry, all of them are out 
there living life while I’m sitting here waiting for life to come and find me.

OK, said Flex, might as well go on out there and live a little. Doesn’t seem to be anything else to 
do.
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A SUMMER STORY (3)

Flex was on the phone with Lucy.

Since that time they worked together they’d gotten closer. Lucy had invited him to a kind of 
birthday-cum-house-warming party. She’d turned three oh and Flex kept trying to reassure her that 
life wasn’t over, that it was just beginning.

“That’s not old,” he said. “You’re mature now. Know what you want.”

“And what I don’t,”  she said. She was happy that the party had gone so well. Flex had left at 4:30 
in the morning. No-one could accuse him of being a flake. The party in the apartment below 
Lucy’s was also still going because as Flex left, a taxi arrived to pick somebody up there.

“So then tell me,”  said Lucy in a voice that urged Flex to reveal everything in as smooth and 
incisive a manner as possible.

“Gee,”  stumbled Flex as he felt the enormity of the task before him. “OK, I’ll begin by telling you 
that Jammy came back from his vacation and then for like three weeks there was not a peep. This 
is the true version now.”

Lucy dropped a hmm and ha at the right moment as an encouragement to Flex to keep the story 
flowing along nicely.

“Yeah, and then he called me one day - after you called him about that job - and he apologized but 
he was so busy etcetera etcetera. I said, Let’s meet. But he had his woman and things happening 
and so until last weekend there wasn’t a chance. But then his chickadee was gone for three days 
and he called me and we drove out to his old place to see the old old lady and wow was she thin 
and wasted and yes, I fear, just under the surface of that delicate skin, loony as a batfish.”

“Stop it,” said Lucy, “You’re making her sound as if she’s a walking dead person.”

“Well,” said Flex, “it’s not that far, but this time, on the ride back —”

“Did you have to help him schlepp stuff again?”

“Yea, how did you know?”

“It’s the only time he calls you.”

Flex remained silent for a moment but then continued where he’d left off “- on the ride back this 
time I told him, I said: Jammy leave her alone, get out of her life. Be available for emergencies 
and stuff like that but stay out of her daily life, and for God’s sake don’t invite her over for 
breakfast or to come and have dinner with you and the new girl.”

Lucy broke in: “What’s this about breakfast?”

“Oh,”  said Flex, “this was on Saturday and while we were riding out to his exes place he invited 
me to have breakfast, like brunch with him on Sunday. Then when we were there, he invited her 
too. I almost fell out of my tree.”  Lucy laughed rather loudly and Flex didn’t know why it was 
funny but if she thought so then let her. “But anyway, I told him my opinion.”
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Lucy had regained her breath: “You were very brave.”

Flex smiled a smile she could probably sense over the telephone line. “Thanx. But the truth is that 
I had to do it for myself. Otherwise I would have had this dilemma stone in my mind.”

“Yeah, I know what you mean,” said Lucy.

“But he defended himself nicely with words and you know he does have some very sincere 
emotional reasons. He wants to help her recover and to show her that someone cares for her, but 
it’s like...”

“...like giving a plant too much water?” asked Lucy.

“Yeah,”  said Flex. “So then the last time I saw him was on Sunday. We went out for breakfast. It 
rained. Rain stopped. We took our time walking back. Went for a stroll in the park. Bit of rain fell 
so we split back to his place, and lo and behold the new lady is back in town. She stands there 
regal as a queen, having just punched his doorbell, and allows me to shake three fingers of her 
hand and tells the man Jammy that she’s gonna go home and wash away the road sweat (though 
she looks dry and clean enough to me) and then she kisses him for the three hundred and fifty 
neighbors who are hanging from their balconies watching this scene straight out of Rollmeover 
and do it again Juliet.

And then she’s gone and we go inside and sit still for a while and then he comes in from the 
balcony and tells me that she’s coming over now and then I got on my bike and rode back 
home.”  (Pause) The pause was for Lucy to say something in but she didn’t seem to want to speak. 
“Yeah, then we parted friends and he telling me to call him but me countering with You know 
when you have time away from her, call me. So I suppose he’ll call me. Or he won’t.”

Lucy had something to say at last: “Is he still in hot love?”

“It’s not love, it’s gratefulness. He’s grateful to a woman if she takes him, if she’s nice to him. He 
thinks then that he owes her a lifetime of servitude and loyalty.”

“But you can’t go around being the knight in shining armor for every woman who has hormones 
that excite you,” said Lucy.

“Yeah,” said Flex, “but it makes some women feel like they have something nobody else has.”

“And what’s that?” asked Lucy.

“Lucy, if I knew, I’d be a billionaire.”

“OK,” said Lucy, “Go on.”

“There’s nothing much else. Except that I met a guy who knows Jammy and has noticed his 
disappearance and he agreed with me when we talked about it. So it must be true.”

Lucy was laughing. “Flex, do you realize what you’re doing? Poor Jammy. Send him to me for a 
week’s behavior training.”
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Flex was amused: “If I send him to you he’ll think that you have some kind of design on his body 
and he’ll try to defend his honor.”

“I don’t want his body,” said Lucy, “unless it’s particularly delicious. I want his attention.”

“Yeah,” said Flex, “But Jammy’s attention is a hard thing to get.”

STYLE

Flex went back up to his room and then looked out his window at the sun bleeding over the 
rooftops of the city. Life is life, thought Flex. It’s so simple and stupid that we don’t realize it’s 
there. Keep making a salad out of all those dreams and theories and illusions and in the end you 
can’t see life because the abundance of imagination you have makes life, real life, invisible.

Yeah, thought Flex, Jammy and Fatty and Al and Helen and Lucy and Jerry, all of them are out 
there living life while I’m sitting here waiting for life to come and find me.

OK, said Flex, might as well go on out there and live a little. Doesn’t seem to be anything else to 
do.

*

Flex decided to stay away from Fatty for as long as necessary to make sure he wasn’t 
contaminated, and as far as Jammy was concerned, well, he’d met him at a cafe and they’d talked 
a little about the aspects of doing your own thing and how well Flex managed to do it, but in 
reality Flex could see that there was a hound dog barking fear fear fear behind Jammy’s eyes. 
He’d noticed that hound dog behind lots of folks lately. Probably it lurked behind his eyes as well. 
The situation out there in the big old world was beginning to look like pre-cataclysmic with 
everybody looking to see where their refuge is. Well, not me, thought Flex. If you live out on the 
plains where the winds blow and the food is something you have to either creep up on slowly or 
chase, maybe sometimes pluck if it’s abundant on bushes that ring the hilly land, well, then you’re 
formed into a type of animal being, some forming into panther people, others into hawks, some 
into mice people, all with their particular strategies for surviving on the arid planes.

Oh, thought Flex, if I had to be an animal on the plain, what would I be? Remember that girl once 
who’d told him that she thought he resembled a hyena. Yes. And she with a beak like a hawk. He 
liked the curve of her nose. It really did define her character because she was rapacious and her 
hunger drove her finally to fly away to richer feasts. Wow, thought Flex, I wonder what she meant 
by hyena? And he thought, as soon as I’m finished with the dishes, I go and find a book that can 
tell me more than I have in my personal store of knowledge. But no matter what it says about 
hyenas, thought Flex, all animals have a purpose; even people.

*

Flex was on his way to the beach for a walk in the evening air. The shipyard was in full swing 
because since the saturation of the skies ship-building had come back into fashion. People had 
more time and were willing to travel by ship instead of fly. The world was rediscovering the joy of 
wasting time. Yeah. That’s what Flex was dreaming would happen, but he knew it was just a 
dream.
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It was the weather. It had been incredible the last few days, blue sky and sun and warm and 
nobody had expected it. He wondered if it meant something horrible was going to follow? Snow 
storms and icy disaster. But he couldn’t depress himself by staying indoors any longer. But first he 
went to the bookshelf and pulled out the relevant book. Hyenas turned out to be quite interesting 
animals. First thing he found out was that they belong to the smallest category of carnivores. They 
look like dogs but they’re related to civets. They have four toes on each foot. I have five, thought 
Flex. Their front legs are longer than their hind legs, they have non-retractile claws. And they have 
enormously strong teeth and jaws and crush large bones with them. Had Flex ever crushed any 
bones for that woman? He couldn’t recall. There was a picture of one there with its black snout 
and striped fur. A striped hyena is the size of a wolf, it said. It’s a coward, but it has been known to 
bite sleeping humans if it’s hungry. Maybe that was what she meant, thought Flex, the time when 
she was asleep and I...

Flex got to where the road ended and the beach began. At least he was by himself, he thought. It 
would give him a chance to think about things for a while. But of course there is no such thing as 
by yourself when you really seek to have it. And sure enough no sooner did he get down to the 
beach then he met The Face coming in the other direction. Everybody called him The Face 
because once you saw it you never forgot it. But if you’ve never seen it, then be happy. It’s better 
that way. Anyway The Face opened his mouth and asked Flex where he was going and Flex told 
him the truth and then The Face asked if whether or not he could also come with him on the walk. 
How could Flex refuse?

The walk wasn’t silent. They talked about past and present. The Face said he was making some 
bread in the world of face and body and stuff like that. Pictures. Still and moving. He was big and 
strong and the girlies liked him and he was sweetly disposed to little vices, like, you know, ha ha. 
Flex smiled and looked at the nostrils on The Face and knew exactly what The Face meant, but let 
it ride like a petal on the wind until it drifted off to land far away on the cement. Nothing to do 
with me thought Flex. Nothing to do with me. People have other directions to flow in and The 
Face was going with the tide that led out to some sargasso sea that Flex didn’t want to get 
entangled in. Eventually The Face left him for an appointment but promised to call sometime. 
Flex said yeah, but if the opposite happened it would be better, he thought.

*

Anyway, then he was alone and looking out at the water and it was as quiet as that part of the 
world could be at that time and so he sat down on a bench and thought about what his future could 
look like. He remembered that poem by Corso about Marriage and laughed and wondered if he 
would ever end up like the old man in the poem, alone in some ratty hotel, waiting for the social 
services to come and bring clean sheets and take away the pea-stained underwear that he was 
allowed to change once a week. And all the empty cans he kept crumpling up just to show himself 
and them that he was still strong enough to make it as a man in this world. Hell, he thought, when 
I was a kid you had to have a hand like a vice to squeeze a can. Now any kid over 5 can crumple a 
can.

The sun was going down and the city was getting quiet behind him. Ladies of the night were 
working already, he could see their lighters flick on as they lit up cigarettes in front of the 
shuttered doors of the fishmongers. The customers cars cruised slowly along the cobblestoned 
road without their lights on. They bounced gently along the uneven surface in a parody of the kind 
of bouncing good time they were looking for with the ladies of the night.
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He got up off the bench with thought suspended until after he made it back up to the street. There 
was some late homeward-bound traffic, but otherwise the climb up through the narrow streets of 
the old town to his apartment didn’t prove very exciting. It was only afterwards when he was 
home in his room with his shoes off that it hit him. The Face had been actively sniffing him for 
information. It was even possible that he meeting hadn’t been as accidental as all that. He 
remembered The Face’s first words: Hey Flex, you dressin’ better these days, makin’ some bread? 
No, said Flex, still getting compensation from the accident. My aunt likes to make sure I keep 
warm in winter. Uh huh, The Face smiled. Good. If you ever need work, you let me know. OK? I 
can help you. Sure, said Flex, thanks.

Flex felt like he’d just had a ride on the Octopus at the fair. His guts had dropped out of him. He 
felt disemboweled. God what a coward he was. Maybe that’s what she meant. Cowardly like a 
hyena. The Face had been sniffing to see if Flex was meat for the plate. But hyenas are clever 
thought Flex. Cowardly, but clever. A hyena stays away from the scene of the crime until after the 
criminals have had their fill, then the hyena comes and crushes the bones of whatever tidbits have 
been left behind.

Flex was glad that he hadn’t snapped at the bait The Face had dangled in front of him. Hey, he had 
said, you remember Slim Eddie the guy with the porker lips? The Face broke into an imitation of 
Eddie’s lips and Flex returned the appropriate form of acknowledgment. Nodding and smiling at 
the perfect imitation. The Face was good. He could make himself look like anybody he wanted. 
Once he’d seen The Face turn away and then when he turned back he looked just like Flex, thin, 
worried, hyena Flex. But that’s why he The Face was called the The Face.

After Flex had recovered from his sudden attack of angst, he was comforted by the fact that he 
hadn’t let his mouth get him into trouble. It was a good sign. Maybe he was really going to make it 
as a person. Now wouldn’t that be something, thought Flex. Wouldn’t that be something.

TWO TWO

Flex answers the phone: Yeah? said Flex, Who is it? It turned out to be Jammy wanting some 
information. Flex gave it to him. It was technical information, in numerical form. Jammy came up 
against these technical problems from time to time and then he called Flex. It was also a kind of 
little excuse to chit chat in between, but this time Flex didn’t have time for chit chat. Just the 
normal kind of greetings like: How ya doin’? OK said Jammy. How’s your woman (Flex 
remembered not to call her Chickie which Jammy had thought was a bit unnecessary, which of 
course it was, Flex having recognized the dislike in his own voice when he said it. But she was so 
intolerable of him. Maybe they were just different, he thought. She was fish and he was fowl. 
Yuch! thought Flex) to Jammy on the telephone he said: Glad to hear that all is going well for you, 
can I call you back later? I’ve got an appointment. Oh, said Jammy, sure, didn’t mean to steal your 
time man. Take it easy.

Flex really did have an appointment, he wasn’t just saying that to Jammy to get him off the line. 
He had an appointment with a man from a factory that maybe was going to offer Flex some work. 
He wasn’t sure - first of all - if he was going to get offered work or not, and even if he was to be 
offered some kind of work, he didn’t know what kind of work it was going to be. He was going to 
find out, like anybody would who got a phone call asking him to come.
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Flex could walk to the appointment cause it wasn’t far. He decided to leave a bit early and enjoy 
the sunny weather and stroll along the side of the lake. It was always very instructional for him to 
walk along the gravel path and observe the water, the sky, the birds, the people, their dogs 
romping on the grass, and breathe in the freshness of the winter air, clear of rain, but strangely ill-
fitting to the season. Flex thought: we’ve just completed a 33 year cycle of moon years, maybe 
that has something to do with it. The strange weather, the strange way that people are behaving, 
the general malaise and illness: colds, fevers, coughs, strange new viruses erupting red spots on 
skin with fever, or other virus that bring no fever but a piercing headache, and everybody 
polishing the blades on their ice skates but no ice in sight. And yet no thaw in sight either. 
Although Flex noticed a tree that had little buds on its bare branches with white tips breaking out 
of them. He should have learned the art of portentry, being able to read the significance that lies at 
the heart of every change in nature and how that change effects and changes us. Yeah, thought 
Flex, or I maybe I should have tried to be an astronaut.

Flex crossed the bridge and then veered off toward the road that led to the factory. The houses 
around here were two and three story townhouses, kept up well and lived in by well kept up 
people. Lots of cars, most of them less than five years old, but there wasn’t enough parking for all 
of them. Neighbors worked out complicated double parking rules of procedure, like leaving notes 
in the window and stuff like that which strangers never obeyed and caused havoc for everyone. 
The trees were healthy and tall, all of them leafless now except one or two evergreens in front 
gardens. This was the other side of the lake. It was hard for him to imagine living here. He liked 
his neighborhood despite the drawbacks, for instance the murderous crossing where the traffic 
showed no mercy to either the brave or the stupid. Just the other day he’d heard the sirens wail and 
then later when he went out there was someone being rolled away without much fanfare into an 
ambulance. Traffic is a worse problem for civilians than the thieves are, he thought.

He could see the factory in the distance. He approached from the side and then went through the 
massive front gate and then along the side of the white admin building and through its door. 
Whatever it is he offers me or doesn’t offer me, thought Flex, the walk along the lake has been 
worthwhile once again.

*

A few days later and Flex was suddenly under pressure. The long break was finally coming to an 
end. It had been good, thought Flex, but now he was going back to work. What he’d been offered 
wasn’t much, but it was a good supplement to his insurance money. And it was occupational 
therapy, thought Flex. Idle hands are the devil’s workshop. Keep busy, keep out of trouble. Two 
big rooms and a full renovation job from floor to ceiling, the wiring was going to be redone, all the 
beams in the walls had to be checked because they were planning to bring in some big machines 
and do some powerful work with them in there. It will really be loud, thought Flex, with those 
bare walls. What they should do is hang huge tapestries from them and that way create insulation 
as well as take the edge off the sound from the machines. But that’s not what they want to hire me 
for, thought Flex. All I have to do is whitewash the walls. At my own pace. I get paid by the 
square meter. Finish a block, let’s say a quarter of the west wall, send me an invoice, said the man 
with a smile on his face.

Flex could remember the meeting still. It had really been a pleasure. They hadn’t just talked about 
the two rooms and the square meters of wall space that Flex would have to cover. They had 
connected at another level. The man had started talking about himself, how he had started working 
at the factory as soon as he left school at sixteen and had worked hard for forty years and now he 
was just a few years away from retirement and could look back with some pleasure at his progress. 
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When I started down on the factory floor I worked the night shift for three years. The place was 
booming then and I spent my weekends working overtime. The factory grew and the union helped 
me take some courses and I became foreman for a division, and then management made me an 
offer and I crossed the line. Most of the people I started with are long gone. They either went to 
better jobs or are walking wounded waiting for the bell that tells them the shift is over, once and 
for all finally over. Poor guys. He looked at Flex. I escaped the shop floor, but I’ll never get a seat 
on the board of directors. And then he laughed. To tell you the truth, a director of the board has a 
shitty life. I’ve watched them come and go here, and of all of them I think only one or two are 
really happy. They’ve all got hounds on their tails, and even though they earn huge amounts of 
money, they’re only ever happy when they’re somewhere where money doesn’t count. I heard one 
director once tell a story about a visit to India. He was talking to a few of us in one of the back 
rooms behind the stage after the annual general meeting. We all had drinks in our hands, about five 
of all together in a tight circle, cigarettes with blue smoke curling toward the ceiling, and the 
director had had enough wine to let his mask of authority slip for a moment while he told us a 
story.

After a conference I had to attend in New Delhi, said the director, someone had organized a driver 
and a car to take me to Agra to see the Taj Mahal. I was tired, it was hot, I really didn’t want to do 
anything but sit in the airconditioned cocoon of my hotel until the jet took me back home again. 
But I couldn’t be rude to my hosts and so I put on the lightest cotton shirt I had and the pair of 
khaki shorts my wife had packed for me, knowing somehow, like she always does, what is useful 
and necessary. And so, with an I LOVE INDIA baseball cap on my head, a present from the Bell 
Captain at the hotel, I got into the car feeling like the tandoori chicken we had had for dinner after 
the conference the night before.

My guide was a thin young man in a dark suit and white shirt but, thankfully, no tie. He welcomed 
me on board with a prepared speech and then the driver pulled out into traffic that seemed to be 
governed more by the rules of chaos theory than by written rules of the road.

The guide pointed out a few things of interest along the road but it was so hot and I was so tired 
that I fell asleep and didn’t wake up until we were in Agra, outside the gates of the fortress not far 
from the Taj. The guide and I got out of the car while the driver wandered off to sit in the shade of 
the trees. As we approached the main entrance to the fortress I saw a man, practically naked, just a 
loin cloth and an orange cloak around his shoulders. His skin looked fresh and healthy though he 
was hardly more than flesh and sinewy muscles over bones. The man had a begging bowl in his 
hands, a sturdy walking stick and thick sandals on his bare feet. His beard had grown in white and 
quite long. But it was clean, as was his white hair. He still had most of his teeth and they were 
visible in the smile that he had on his face as he looked at me. His eyes were sparkling. He didn’t 
thrust the bowl at me. He just smiled.

I asked the guide who this man was and why he was standing there like that. The guide said: Oh, 
he is wandering around and waiting for enlightenment to hit him. What do you mean, he’s a holy 
man? No no no, said my guide. He is wandering around hoping maybe that he will become a holy 
man. I asked my guide if we could speak with the man. Yes of course. And the guide and I walked 
over to the man. Ask him how long he has been wandering.

The white-haired man said he had been wandering for seven years. Where did he come from? 
Bombay. Had he ever worked? Oh yes, answered the wanderer, he had worked and owned a 
company and had 400 men working to make him rich. And so he had lived for fifty years but the 
riches had only brought him things and people who wanted those things because they believed that 
they could find salvation in things. But, said the man, a constant twinkle in his eye, salvation is not 
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to be found in things. And then what is it to be found in? asked the director. The man answered: 
Walk with me and maybe we will find it together. And then he laughed and his eyes sparkled.

The director held his drink in his hand and looked at the five of us there behind the stage and 
somehow his eyes sparkled too but they were focused on the face he had seen in his memory, and 
he said: Ever since then I have the feeling that I’m wandering, just like that skinny man, trying to 
find something. But I don’t even know what that something is.

The man at the factory had then looked directly into Flex’s eyes and said: And that’s how I feel 
too.

Flex understood both of the men. The director suddenly confronted with his own end. The factory 
man confronted with the futility of power. And me, thought Flex, I guess that I’m always surprised 
when I find out people can be moved to seeing something beyond their own need for more more 
more.

SPRING FEVER

Flex was in a very delicate psychological state. Things were coming to a head once again. Luckily 
he didn’t have money problems at the moment, that was a relief. The job at the factory was still 
going. He went in two or three times a week and picked up his paint brush and slowly but surely 
covered the wall with white paint. One square meter and then another, steady as he could, without 
over-exhausting himself, working just enough to maintain a good level of income. But he had 
some fancy dancing to do on the tight-wire of friendship. Fatty had called him one evening and 
asked him what was up, where had he disappeared to? Flex told him about the job and claimed 
that it took more time than he had and that he needed the money real bad. Pleading poverty always 
worked well with Fatty, sent him scurrying for cover just in case Flex might ask him for a loan or 
something. Sound poor and hungry, thought Flex, and you can scare anybody away. A friend in 
need is someone most people abandon at great speed. Well, thought Flex, in this case it’s not so 
bad. And anyway it’s not really that far from the truth. I am poor, and I do need the work at the 
factory. My medical benefits don’t cover all those little expenses that come up every month.

Fatty would remain scarce for a while he hoped, and now so would Jammy he guessed because, 
yes, believe it or not Jammy had shocked him. How? Well, he’d invited him over and, lo and 
behold, Jammy had taken him to see his new apartment, not that far from the old one which wasn’t 
empty yet. But in the new one there was a surprise waiting for him: Jammy’s chickie - Oh God, I 
mean Jammy’s woman - Yes, Jammy had moved in with the girl. How could he do something like 
that? Flex was stunned. He thought: Jammy, can’t you see that no matter how good it might seem 
right now this chickie is not going to help you expand your consciousness. I mean, like air is for 
breathing, you know, not for filling the space between your ears. But of course he would never say 
anything like that to Jammy and so he was forced into a second crisis of friendship. What was he 
supposed to do, just walk away from Jammy and leave him to his fate? He didn’t want to abandon 
him there in that beautiful new apartment with that ... that... But he couldn’t bring himself to 
badmouth her to Jammy directly. OK he thought. Let him do what he wants. He will anyway. But 
still it plucked at his mind while he sat on his ladder in front of the factory wall and slowly but 
surely put layer after layer of whitewash on the flat gray cement wall.
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Ah, but that wasn’t all. There was Dolly too. Dolly, who always managed to call him when he was 
in the middle of doing something. Last time she called he was cooking. He was so hungry, and it 
was late too. He had been painting all day and needed to get something down before he went to 
bed. But clingaling and Dolly said Hi Flex what’s up? He couldn’t be rude to her so he let her talk, 
all about what she did yesterday and what she was going to do tomorrow and this and that about 
so-and-so, and meanwhile Flex finished cooking his meal - rice with peas and carrots and little 
north sea shrimps to give the rice some flavor. But then Dolly started asking him questions about 
the job and about friends they had in common and while he answered her he stared at his rice and 
watched it the steam thin out as it got cooler and cooler. By the time Dolly finally hung up, the 
rice was cold and his appetite had been dulled by the long wait and the now very fishy smell of the 
shrimps. He managed to eat two big spoonfuls chasing them down with a sip of cold peppermint 
tea. But he couldn’t finish the plate.

What am I going to do? he thought. I should just leave town for a while, go somewhere and sit it 
out until everything just kind of settles down. But he knew that was impossible. There was 
nowhere to run to, and besides, he had the job now and he couldn’t afford to leave that behind 
right now. If he could just keep his focus on a goal... but which goal? What happened to all those 
things I once wanted to do? All those things I aspired to when I was just starting out? Flex tried to 
remember what it was he’d wanted to be when he was young, but the dreams were lost in a fog of 
disconnected actions, random events that had led him to be a whitewasher and to be this sad 
version of Flex sitting on the edge of his bed, elbows on his knees, head in his hands, eyes staring 
into an inward abyss which was quickly filling up with nothingness.

*

Flex somehow made it through the night without breaking into the whiskey he kept for his special 
guests, though he did get up once or twice and drift over toward the cupboard where he kept it. 
But he took two aspirin instead and went to bed. In the morning when he woke up it was icy cold 
and there were patches of slushy snow on the ground. Overnight the weather had changed from 
Spring to Winter. Crazy, thought Flex. Maybe that’s why I’m feeling so depressed. But he knew 
the weather wasn’t the only reason. Flex was lonely. That was really why he was so down. Jammy 
had his woman, Fatty, well, Fatty had his drugs and his other little pleasures, and Dolly, well Dolly 
wanted him real bad, he knew that, it was obvious each time she called him and each time he went 
to the salon where she worked as a hairdresser. She would rush over to him and give him a cup of 
coffee and tell him to sit down, even when she knew he wasn’t due for another haircut yet. She 
really treated him well, and he liked to go and see her and chit chat about this and that, but he 
couldn’t imagine himself with her. She was, well, she wasn’t ugly, no, you couldn’t say that about 
her, but he couldn’t imagine waking up next to her in the morning and then looking at her real 
face, the one that was hidden there under all that make-up that she always wore when she was in 
her salon. Dolly was about the same size as Flex, and she had white blond hair that she sometimes 
teased up into a fifties beehive or else combed down in a sweep across her forehead like a blond 
Emma Peel. It was as if she was constantly living in the fifties or sixties. He couldn’t understand 
her. And that make-up! Black eye-liner that swept up toward her temples and her eyelids smeared 
with electric blue dust, her cheeks caked with powder that she was constantly repairing whenever 
a tiny crack appeared. And those lips. He was afraid to be kissed by lips as red and all-devouring 
as Dolly’s lips. And yet he knew she had a kind heart and a very open soul, and that she really 
would have liked to have Flex as her man despite his poverty and his lack of a tangible future.

On the other hand, Flex was not going to just cave in and say What the hell, a woman is a woman. 
He had compromised on so much, had left so many of his childhood dreams behind that he didn’t 
want to give up on the one dream which still shone vividly in his mind, the dream of True Love. 
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It’s ridiculous, thought Flex, I know that. It’s impossible. But it’s the only hope I have. And so 
each day when he stepped out of his little apartment and went on his long walk past the lake to the 
factory to whitewash those walls, he let his eyes gather in the pleasant sight of the passing women 
he knew he would never get the chance to meet and let his nose smell the smells of their expensive 
perfume, and all the while he dreamed of the possibility of True Love.

But when he arrived at the factory and settled into his painting, the hours drifted by and his mind, 
at the end was as whitewashed as the wall he’d been painting.

But reality is always more surprising than fiction, and reality literally bumped into him one 
afternoon. He’d finished putting the ladder and paints back into the store room, and he had one leg 
and one arm out of his white painter’s overalls when a little bundle of brown-haired energy 
slammed into him and knocked him off the one foot he had been standing on while trying to get 
the overall off.

“Oh golly,”  said a light feminine voice. “Are you OK?”  Flex was still holding on to his overall and 
so he was on his back with a leg up in the air and his face was covered by the empty sleeve of the 
overall. He couldn’t say anything and couldn’t decide whether he should first remove his foot 
from the trouser leg or whether he should take the sleeve out of his face and reply. And while he 
was still in the midst of the decision he hear a giggle begin and then the giggle turned to light 
laughter and then a loud belly laugh. When he eventually disentangled himself and got back on his 
feet he was looking into the face of a small, very well-shaped woman in black leather pants and a 
black sweater. Her face was oval and her mouth was open and he could see both rows of her even 
white teeth. Her laughter was clean and deep and he couldn’t stop himself from joining her in the 
guffaw.

Finally, she managed to stop laughing, but her smile remained, and it was a pleasant, friendly 
smile. “Is your name Flex?”  she asked. “It sure is.”  “Well, then I seem to have found who I was 
looking for.”  She put her hand out and he took it. Her grip was strong but not overbearing. “My 
name is Patricia,”  she said, “but everyone calls me Trixie. The factory manager said I would find 
you here. I’ve got something very interesting for you. Or at least I hope you find it as interesting 
as I do. And,”  she added with a look directly in his eyes, “it could even make both of some money. 
Some real money.”  Flex didn’t know what do say. He just stood there staring at her and thinking 
Oh my god. “Well,”  she asked, “do you want to hear more?”  “Y-y-yes I do,”  he managed to 
stammer. “Good,”  she said, “then get rid of those overalls and come top the canteen with me and 
I’ll tell you all about it over a cup of coffee.”  Flex hung the overalls up on the hook behind the 
door. He held the door for her as she stepped out and then stepped out himself, closing the door 
behind him. Her head only reached a little above his shoulder, but her steps were firm and sure and 
she led the way to the canteen and Flex followed.
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ARES, THE RAM

Trixie had her hands around a mug of coffee and Flex had his around a mug of hot chocolate. 
They were looking at each other across one of the plastic tables in the cafeteria. It was a room with 
a high ceiling where you could see the steel girders that held up the roof. Flex was always amazed 
by all things architectural and structural. He could hardly understand how anything managed to 
stay up at all. But Buildings lasted for hundreds of years sometimes.

Listen Flex, said Trixie, this could be a big break for you. These people are setting up a new 
factory and they need someone like you to come in and make sure that the machinery is running 
smoothly.

Yeah, said Flex, sounds real interesting. But I can’t work all the time.

Nobody wants you to work all the time Flex. Just when they need you. Probably just for advice in 
the beginning and then later if something needs to be replaced or maintained, you know, like, like

Like a maintenance man, said Flex.

Yeah, like a maintenance man said Trixie.

Flex was grateful to Trixie for coming to him with the proposal but he wasn’t sure if the offer was 
really the great opportunity she had intimated that it would be. Still, Flex was not one for saying 
No to open doors and he said Yes, OK, I’ll meet them. When and where?

Trixie took care of the details and said she’d get back in touch with Flex when everything was set. 
Flex said OK, Yeah, and continued to sit there at the table with his hands around the empty mug 
after Trixie had gone.

But not long afterwards he was out on his way to see Nasty Edwards. Nasty was an Englishman 
who had a Russian mother. His full name was Anastasia Thomas Edwards. He’d been sent to a 
fancy school in England under the name Tom Edwards but it took the boys no time to find out 
about Anastasia and so they teased him, and when he reacted to the teasing by taking a cricket bat 
and breaking the ringleader’s nose with it, they stopped teasing him, but he had earned the 
nickname Nasty. He seemed to find it acceptable and so he became known as Nasty Edwards.

Nasty had an interesting career as a young man. Though he wasn’t old now, barely over thirty, as a 
younger man Nasty had worked for his uncle’s stockbroking firm in the City of London after 
graduating from university. His story is that there was some heavy internal maneuvering going on 
there after the junk bond market collapse but Flex had heard people say that Nasty had done some 
kind of insider trading that nobody could really trace to him because it was all done with word of 
mouth and paper bags full of cash. At any rate, he left the brokerage and came over here to enjoy 
his winnings. He invested a little in real estate and he was collecting rent and doing OK. Nasty 
spent most of his time playing pool down at Hakim’s Poolhall near the harbor. It was still early. 
Nasty wouldn’t be real busy yet. It was the right time to go see him. The walk, despite the traffic, 
gave Flex a chance to consider all the possibilities that were suddenly cropping up all over the 
place. Nasty had called him and told him to come down and see him. Flex said to himself, if it’s 
not right I won’t do it. But then he thought: And if I don’t do what he asks? Will he think I’m 
ungrateful?
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Flex could see the long row of square windows up on the second floor, all made impenetrable to 
sun and stranger’s eyes by wine red curtains. Hakim’s Pool & Billiards. There was a small brass 
plaque up on the wall next to the entrance. It was hardly noticeable. And that’s how it was 
supposed to be. If you didn’t know where you were then you didn’t need to be there.

Flex needed to be there and so he knew where he was as he walked up the broad steps that led to 
the main floor. There was a pair of big green swing doors with glass in their upper halves. The 
glass had chicken-wire worked in with the glass so that even if you smashed through it with 
something, you still couldn’t get your hand in to open the door. But Flex didn’t need to smash 
anything to get in, the doors were wide open. The hall was nearly empty. It was too early for 
anything serious to be going on. The bouncer was smoking a cigarette at a table down near the 
other end and he took an extra look at Flex, but when he saw Nasty nod, he let Flex slip in 
unscathed.

Nasty was with his troops at a table near the raised area at the back, around the Master table where 
the big money games took place, games that drew a crowd of big bettors. Nasty was entertaining 
his guys with a funny story. Flex had walked in just before the punch line. He stood politely 
beyond the inner circle, just a spectator, and listened to Nasty finish his Nasty story.

*

Everybody laughed at Nasty’s story like they were supposed to. Flex didn’t get the joke because 
he’d missed the beginning but he smiled in recognition of all the fun that everyone was having. 
Nasty called him over, told him to sit down, which Flex did right away, and then asked him what 
he wanted to drink. Flex said Water and Nasty winked at a compadre and before he knew where it 
came from, Flex had a tall glassful of sparkling cold mineral water in front of him on the table.

Nasty studied Flex for a moment and then said: Here’s my pitch Flex. You’re a nice guy. I like 
you. You never do nobody harm. You should be living a better life, shouldn’t you?

I live a pretty good life right now said Flex.

Yeah, sure you do, said Nasty. But look Flex, every time I seen you in the last year I never seen 
you in any other clothes than the ones you got on right now. You own anything else?

Flex didn’t reply. He was waiting for the punch line to come. What was Nasty building him up 
for? He wanted him to say Yes to something so he was building him up.

Listen, said Nasty, picking a cigarette out of the pack that was lying on the table in front of him. 
You smoke? He waved his hand over the open pack. Flex shook his head from right to left just 
once. Nasty had been defeated on one possible Yes, he had to build Flex up again. Listen, said 
Nasty after lighting the cigarette and taking a deep drag. You got skill with repairing things, isn’t 
that right? Flex nodded. He couldn’t deny that. And you know something about computers, right? 
Flex nodded again. That was two Yeses. How many more would it take before he could count on 
getting a Yes on the thing that he really wanted Flex to say Yes to. So, you would be the perfect 
man to take care of my website. Flex waited for a moment. There was nothing more coming from 
Nasty. Website, said Flex, a little bewildered. Yeah, I’m gonna go electronic Flex, and I need 
someone with knowledge to set it up for me. Could you do something like that? Flex thought 
Yeah, he could do all the work at home. It wouldn’t be bad. At the worst it would turn out that 
Nasty wanted to open up a porn site, but then Flex could just hand it over and bow out if it got too 
heavy. Sure, said Flex, I could do that. Good, said Nasty. I want you to buy the hardware and 
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software, all the crap you need and set up a site for me so that I can do some business on the net. 
You can do that? Sure said Flex. Alright. Then do it. Tell me how much money you need to buy 
the shit and you’ll get it. Screw me and I’ll live up to my name. He smiled at Flex. Flex nodded 
and got up to leave. Nasty said into the silence that accompanied his raised voice. I’m also gonna 
need some private lessons from you on how to mess with that website if I want to mess with it. I 
wanta start on Tuesday night at 7. I’m gonna have an hour for you to come down and teach me all 
that crap. Meet me here at Hakim’s at quarter to 7 and then we’ll go to where the lesson can take 
place. Got that?

Flex nodded and then turned and continued out through the still open doors. The bouncer didn’t 
even bother to look at him as he left. Flex walked slowly down the steep staircase. Opportunity 
comes in all sorts of disguises. Now it was up to Flex to see what he could do with all the various 
opportunities that were coming his way.

A WALK AROUND THE LAKE

Flex was in a strange state of mind. Each day he went down to the factory to paint his wall, and 
each day he thought about how serendipitous his existence continued to be. But for the grace of 
Zeus I’d be in some other hemisphere perhaps, machete in one hand, a stack of cane in front of 
me, my arms and shoulders aching from the strain of the blade cutting through the cane as easily 
as it would cut through a man’s arm if swung incorrectly.

Flex swung his arm up and then let it fall, another small section of wall was on its way to 
reflecting more light. It was endless work, thought Flex, but somehow satisfying. The thickness of 
the paint varied from time to time and he had to go over certain areas and retouch them, try to 
spread the paint thinner by repeated brushings in one direction, or to add a little thickness to the 
grey white smudge that lay half-finished before him.

The guy at the factory who gave me this job is a saint, thought Flex. And suddenly I’m getting job 
offers right and left. Trixie came in that time and she told me that there’s a possibility for a job in 
my technical sector, computer management, and that means regular doses of real money, not just 
crackerjack prizes.

Flex was ambivalent about real money. He quite liked the prizes that were in crackerjacks. In fact, 
he collected little things like that. In his room at home, he’d fixed a bookshelf to the wall and on 
two of the four shelves he’d spread out his collected items - in no real order, but they took on an 
order after a while. Sometimes he would pick one up. Like the plastic woman for instance, in cut-
off jeans rolled up above her knees, her legs bare down to her ankles and her small feet encased in 
white high-heeled shoes. She has long red hair tied up on top of her head with a rubber band, so 
the hair cascades like red water rising from a fountain in the middle of her head, and then falling 
over her tight green shirt, tied like a calypso singer’s shirt, at her navel.

Only her face is strange, that of a mouse-like beast, with big white eyes, two black dots in them, 
and a big black mousey nose. But these are just toys, thinks Flex. They don’t do no harm. On the 
other hand... but Flex is not in the mood for philosophy right now. He’s had enough philosophy for 
the time being.

*
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On Tuesday, Flex had been invited to spend the evening with Jammy and his chickie, or rather his 
woman, in their new digs. For the first hour he had Jammy to himself, but it was somehow 
strange. Jammy still had his slowness and all, but the weird harmony that had grown up between 
them during all those moving season sessions of working together - slow and methodical - that 
harmony was wearing thin. Now Jammy was up to his neck in the realities of the racetrack and it 
looked like he was headed for the big money window to put his bills on a nag called Workahol. 
But then why not? Jammy had nothing else to do that was pressing except think, and thinking led 
to dreaming, and dreaming led to trouble because dreams are always an illusion. Flex could see 
that in Jammy, could see the longing to really let himself go, flow into the stream of creation, but 
still afraid to let go of the line tied to the mule on shore plodding steadily though slowly forward.

I should judge him, thought Flex. What kind of special knowledge do I have about Jammy’s life. 
Anyway, he’s basically OK and so that’s what counts, even though the surprises he delivers are 
sometimes rather bare of feeling.

And what about me, thought Flex, his arm at rest for a moment while he climbed down the 
scaffolding to get a fresh bucket of paint. What about me? If I was better, I’d be Pope, or 
Shakespeare, though I’d settle for Flex if it was possible. If I only knew who Flex is. But you see, 
thought Flex, this is philosophy, and I don’t want to get into that right now.

He put down the empty bucket and bent down to work the lid off the new bucket. The first hit of 
paint smell from a new bucket was always very pungent. And though he could anticipate it quite 
well now, it always took Flex by surprise, like it did now, sharp and chemically edgy as it was. He 
stirred the thick mass of white with a stick until it was smooth and even and flowing in the circles 
he directed it into, round and round and round, until it was ready to be transported back up the 
scaffolding to the top where Flex was ready to begin a new section of wall, starting from the top 
edge, where it meets the ceiling and then down and across until everything he could reach in easy 
up and down arm movements from his perch on top the scaffold was glistening gleaming white.

*

Flex was on his way back home after seeing Nasty down at the Admiral Nelken. It was a bar near 
the waterfront, not far from where the ladies of the night ply their trade. Sometimes you could see 
a customer come in for a drink afterwards, like to wash away something with alcohol that he 
couldn’t wash away with the sex. Flex had met Nasty there before. It was a haunt. Nasty was like 
that, he haunted places, usually at the back in a dark corner with a good view and a second way 
out if necessary. And the Nelken was a haunt for him. He didn’t hold open court in there like he 
did at the pool hall. He ate, he drank, he smoked, he ordered you a sandwich or a drink if you 
wanted and he did what he called Table business. Flex had his laptop with him and he hooked up 
Nasty’s cell phone to the unit and hey, presto with a click and blip he was showing Nasty his 
website in the Internet.

Hey, Manuel, Manuel, come here, lookathat, I’m inna innernet. I’m alive all over the world right 
now. Can anybody tune in on my site from anywhere.

From anywhere, said Flex.

Manuel was suitably impressed but then drifted back behind the bar to continue his reign over the 
instruments of food and drink.
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Nasty said: How come the colors look so weak, I thought you said magenta was like red, real 
blasting red like.

Yeah said Flex but this little laptop doesn’t have the resolution of the big screen.

I told you to get me the best on the market, isn’t that one the best?

Sure it’s the best, but it’s like a different electronic process for the screen and so your eye picks up 
the difference. Can’t be helped.

Yeah, well, here, let’s have a look at this CD this friend of mine gave me and if I can use any of 
the stuff.

Flex put in the ROM and kicked it into service. Just as he’d thought. Pornography. Well, it served 
him right to get involved with a character like Nasty.

Yeah, that’s cool said Nasty. I want to charge people to see this stuff. You set me up like that, so 
that people have to pay to come and see me, and all?

Flex saw an opening and went for it. Nasty, you want the best and most security-conscious guy 
you can get for an operation like this, and that is certainly not me. Have you ever heard of 
Hirschfeldt? Nasty shook his head from side to side slowly but he kept his eyes fixed on Flex. 
Well this guy Hirschfeldt is the top site fixer in this part of the country.

Then call him, said Nasty, I wanta talk to him.

Why don’t we just email him now and see if he’s up to a chat?

And so that’s what Flex did. He set Nasty up with Hirschfeldt, left the laptop at the Admiral 
Nelken, on the table in front of Nasty, took the five hundred he was given and walked out a free 
and happier Flex than the one that had walked in. But that didn’t necessarily make life any easier 
for him in the long run.

*

Here, walking on the beach next to the big river, the largest harbor facility on the continent just 
across the way, he could stare out over the water and imagine things were not like they really 
were. He could imagine, for instance, what it would be like if he could manage a normal bland 
everyday domestic situation with the woman of his dreams. But the woman of his dreams changed 
her characteristics from time to time and so by the time she came along in reality, she was old hat 
for him and not worth the effort it would take to land her. Flex was perhaps too lazy in this 
respect. I should be spreading my seeds out there, he thought, leaving my genetic fingerprints all 
over the hemisphere. But that’s not my style. He almost envied the guys who did it, but then he 
thought about how much work it is to spend intelligent and pleasurable time with one woman and 
how much frenzied work that would be spending all that time with all those different women. It 
was a puzzle in energy physics and biochemistry that he couldn’t get to working out right now, but 
it didn’t matter if he didn’t work it out because he was never going to be Don Juan with his 
hundreds of beautiful lovers.

He was glad of the blessing in disguise.
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Now he was going home to dinner and a late movie because tomorrow he was going to that 
meeting with Trixie, to meet the Englishman and the two Americans. Trixie said it could be a real 
good gig for me, steady and not too much of a hassle. Well, thought Flex, now that I’m Nasty-free, 
if this new job is half as steady and half as much fun as painting the wall, then I’ll definitely be 
considering it. Definitely be considering it.

FREE 

Flex was on a roll. Nasty had handed him some cash when he’d dumped the site on him, and from 
his SUDS gig he was already collecting a healthy sum. That plus his factory job and his disability 
and he was looking fine as far as the material world was concerned. He might even be paying 
taxes again next year if this kept up. It wouldn’t hurt him. To have the material world in order was 
a good thing, thought Flex, but it would be nice to have both the material and the other world in 
order at the same time.

This was because Flex was in girl trouble again. He’d met this cute little actress after a play a 
friend of his had taken him to, and she’d smiled at him and he talked to her for practically the 
whole evening afterwards in the pub. It was so smooth with her that she invited him to her place. 
And he went.

There was nothing to say about what they did. But the next day, as he left to finish his website for 
Nasty and she new that he had to leave in order to finish it, she left him at the door with a tired 
face, as if his move was so typical for a man, spend a great night and romantic and everything like 
that, start a new friendship, maybe a relationship, who knows, and instead of riding the wave for a 
while the man just gets up, gets dressed and says “I gotta go back to the front baby, if they don’t 
get me this time I’ll be back.”

Flex could see that look in her eyes. She was tired of all these Bogarts passing through her life. 
These tough warrior types. The look spread over her cheeks and made them sag a little under the 
strain of woe. But he did have to go back to the front, so-to-speak. Nasty was a customer who 
expected service on the button and Flex wasn’t gonna cross him. It would prove too expensive. 
But he knew that no matter which woman it was they would all react like that, and that he would 
behave in the same way next time too. Was it because he couldn’t let go? Flex was delving deeper 
into himself these days. His talk with Trixie had led him to thinking that maybe he wasn’t as 
perfect as he thought he was. On the other hand, you work all your life to make yourself perfect 
and the reward is that you die. It’s all crazy, thought Flex, but it’s all we got, so we might as well 
make the best of it.

Flex knew he would never make the grade as a philosopher. His conclusions were too proverbial. 
But it probably didn’t make them less true or less untrue.

But still, each day he went back to the factory and pushed his roller up and down until yet another 
section of the endless factory wall was drenched in glistening white.

*
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Fatty called Flex wondering if Flex was abandoning him like all the others had done. The truth 
was that Flex did want to abandon Fatty but he didn’t know how to do it humanely, except by just 
letting time work into the cracks and let the bond wear thinner and thinner. But on the phone Flex 
had been friendly. He just made sure that his calendar didn’t have any slots that coincided with 
Fatty’s. But Fatty was getting the gist of it probably and would either leave him alone or not. Flex 
was ready for any possibility. After all Fatty was a person and people shouldn’t be mistreated.

Trixie was right. Flex was the helper taken to an extreme. He wanted to help people help 
themselves. That was probably the worst kind of helper you could get, he thought. But it seems to 
be an instinct with me. If I don’t try and help somebody then I feel like I haven’t been doing 
anything good. But now that he remembered Trixie’s statement he wondered if his kind of helping 
was even good. His brain was getting to be a jumble of psychology and philosophy and he hoped 
he wouldn’t lose hold of his just plain old common sense. He didn’t want to end up spewing forth 
gibberish instead of sense. But what the hell, thought Flex. If someone sticks out their hand and 
says Help me then it’s hard not to say Yes.

His brain was on this track because he’d also tried to help this actress. She was coming off an 
affair with a younger man and she was still pretty broken up about it. She’d had her eyes set on 
this guy and he’d cleared out when the waters got a bit choppy. She was annoyed but there was 
nothing she could do. She told all this to Flex and of course his first reaction was to listen and say 
Oh yeah, uh huh, and make all the appropriate noises. And the noises that he made were 
appropriate because he really felt sympathy for her. He hadn’t just been listening to her in order to 
have her invite him up to share a bed. Or had he in reality? Boy oh boy, he thought, I should just 
leave all that stuff for a while and watch out when I cross the street. If my head’s distracted by 
thoughts that are too complex then I’ll never make it across the street.

But somehow he had already made it across the street. He was on the other side and the woman 
was disappointed that he hadn’t taken her with him. But what was he supposed to do, say: No 
problem babe, I’m gonna be working all night on this thing but why not come over, bring a good 
book. You can sit behind me while I bang the keyboard of my computer. Later on, after you fall 
asleep, I’ll just go about my life as usual, and by the time you wake up I’ll be down at the factory, 
brush in hand, spreading finite white over finite grey.

But Flex hadn’t said that to her. He didn’t say Come and join me, he said I gotta go. And so she 
was somewhere else now. She could have been in another dimension for all the proximity they had 
now. It was amazing. He thought he was doing quite well now, but he still didn’t seem to be 
capable of holding a relationship together. Maybe he had turned into “the bachelor,”  that kind of 
guy who is only happy when he’s scratching his crotch and frying eggs in the pan, an open can of 
beer on in other hand, his life free of any domestic restraint.

Flex liked the company of a woman. That he couldn’t deny. But there was always this point where 
things suddenly got critical, as if it was time for him to make some kind of a pronouncement, 
something like: Yes, I mean for ever and ever. Or: Whenever you like dear. You name the day. And 
he knew he couldn’t bring himself to saying something like that. He wasn’t too old for it, not by 
any means, but he was like a frightened beast when he thought about the commitment involved, 
the real responsibility. It was all too much for him. What he really wished for was a woman who 
would live next door to him and come and visit him, or that he could visit but that wouldn’t 
dominate his life. But maybe something like that just wasn’t realistic. After all, society is made up 
of cohesive units, and if you don’t want to cohese (sic) then you have to count on being something 
akin to a free electron, shooting through all the energy zones and around them and sometimes 
being captured and sometimes being released again.
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A free electron, thought Flex. I suppose that’s something to be. But it would be nice to get 
captured by a warm bundle of atoms a little more often than I do now.

*

Flex was soaking wet. What had started as a summer day turned into a thunderstorm and he got 
caught running through the park and then just walking because he was soaked anyway, and finally 
kind of slushing back into his den, undressing, under the shower and finally, now, in warm dry 
clothes and a pair of woolen socks on his feet, Flex was ready to feel like a person again instead of 
like a drowning cat. Or hyena as that girl once said about me - he couldn’t pull her name out of the 
dark past and didn’t want to rummage around back there now. But anyway, he wouldn’t have had 
time to because his telephone rang right after the water for his tea had boiled, so he picked up the 
phone and took it with him to the kitchen, where he answered it and spoke into the mouthpiece, 
trapping the receiver between his left shoulder and his ear, and with his free hands prepared 
himself a cup of tea.

“What do you mean I’m a Mephistopheles? Hold on, hold on, explain something to me. How can I 
be a Mephistopheles if all I do is say excuse me I must complete a job that’s not completed?”

It was Veronica. She was on about how men, and Flex in particular had to use their testosterone 
for all sorts of stupid purposes, not just for reproduction. Flex could of course sympathize with 
her. That’s what brought them together in the first place. But she was lost in argument and 
forgetting that in the real material world things are a bit different. If you don’t go out and get the 
job, the job won’t come to you. Now that was of course not always the case. Sometimes jobs did 
come to you, but that’s only because you were out there available for the job. But Flex was also 
aware that his material argument had no weight when confronted by Veronica’s argument from the 
heart. “What kind of a chance has logic got in a universe perceived as chaotic?”  thought Flex. But 
then he went back to listening to Veronica and her tale of woe. In the end he agreed (like he 
always did with women) that he would come by on Sunday morning and they would have 
breakfast together and see if they couldn’t work something out.

Flex put the receiver down and his tea was now at a drinkable temperature and he brought the cup 
to his lips and remembered: Oh shit, the Party! Then he drank some of his tea. She’s not going to 
believe me. She’ll think I’m inventing it to get away. The Party.

Of course he had completely forgotten that SUDS was having a huge opening bash with press and 
music and all the things that go with a guy like Rick Wilde in charge of it all. I forgot to call 
Jammy, thought Flex. He said he would do the PA and stuff. And then he thought of Veronica and 
said to himself. If I tell her at breakfast tomorrow, there on the terrace at the edge of her kitchen, 
with the birds of the branches and their songs in the air, and the sun over the rooftops like a golden 
ball and everything is cozy with her foot on mine, and me with a bite of croissant in my mouth and 
she says: Hey Flex, how would you like to come to the theater with me. I have have two ticks for 
blah blah blah tonight. What do I do? Choke on my croissant or tell her: Ah gee Veronica, that 
would be great but …

Flex seriously contemplated death by croissant.
But today is today thought Flex. Let me get ahold of Jammy and see what he’s prepared. If 
anything at all!
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ANNIVERSARY

After the big SUDS party Flex had three days where he had absolutely nothing to do. On the first 
day this was good because he got so drunk the night before that he was useless until late in the 
afternoon of day one. Then he managed to go down to the local Chinese and enjoy a light dinner 
with plenty of tea. And then he went home and slept. And on day two he was fit, at least for him, 
in the condition he was in, being officially still on the disabled list and all. But not fit like some 
people are. He would never have been able to run around City Park for instance, not even the 
smaller inner circle. He could ride quite far on his bike, and at speed from time to time, but a bike 
was easy to cruise on in a town where there were no high spots worth mentioning. It didn’t 
necessarily make Flex any more fit to ride a bike all the time. Anyway not in the way he did. 
Trixie noted once that he looked like a spider hanging on to the handlebars. A big black spider 
riding on one of those old three gear wrecks with rust on all exposed metal parts. Poor Flex. He 
could afford to buy himself a new second-hand bike now. Wouldn’t cost him much to update in 
that sector, but he was afraid that the good times might end as suddenly as they’d begun and so he 
was hesitant to spend. As long as his bike got him there and back it was still useful. Why exchange 
it for something you don’t know. Of course he could have two bikes. Then he could use the one 
when the other was in the pits. But Flex had no place to put a new bike. The place outside where 
he kept his current rusty steed was next to a big tree and cars were parked all up and down the 
street and so it was quite unnoticeable and undesirable anyway even if it does get noticed. But 
what if he were to put his new one there? Then it would draw attention to the spot and, who 
knows? someone might come along and find it worthwhile now to take two bikes for the price of 
one, so to speak. Flex was quite stupidly slow in the direction of acquiring material goods, but 
somehow it hadn’t really harmed him yet. Not knowing how to drive had prevented him from 
spending lots of money on scrap metal and used plastic, and had kept him away from where most 
people get killed these days: On the hi-way. It’s the easiest place to die. In or under a vehicle of 
some kind. Isn’t that horrible, thought Flex. He’d been in cars as a passenger and had even tried to 
drive one once but it was all too much for him to try and coordinate two feet and two arms at the 
same time. Anyway, he felt real strange behind a steering wheel. He hated the restriction of the 
position. You can’t stand up and drive if you want to. You can’t take a break for a cigarette and 
look out the window at the scenery and continue to travel. It’s stupid. You have to control a 
monster made out of iron and plastic, powered by some magic fire, and if you’re just a little slow 
in doing something important then you end up in a ditch or wrapped around a tree or facing the 
certainty of oncoming headlights. No thanks, thought Flex. It’s bad enough that I gotta be afraid of 
some freak clipping me just because I ride on two wheels instead of four. Anyway, cars are 
dinosaurs, they’ll be relics by the end of the next century because they’re unsustainable. Flex 
knew this because he had seen figures and estimates and had made some simple calculations 
himself. They’ll develop a people-mover system, he thought, where we can all ride in our separate 
little plastic bubbles to wherever we want and all the routes will be processed through a navigation 
satellite and we’ll all be able to do what we want in our little plastic eggs while we wait to get to 
wherever we’re going.

That’s why Flex preferred walking above all other forms of transport. I mean you can trip and fall 
and all that, but at least you have your feet on the ground and know more or less where you are 
(unless you’re drunk, he thought).

And so by the end of day two he was quite ready for some action to begin.
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Strangely enough it began very early on day three, at 12:45 AM to be precise. Flex was just hitting 
the dream trail when his doorbell rang. He came out of his slumber and waited, thinking that it 
must be a mistake. But then it rang again. This time three impatient rings, one after the other. He 
turned on the light, blinked at the clock: 12:45. Who could be ringing my doorbell at this time?

Of course the only way to find out was to get up and open the door before the impatient ringing 
started again and maybe leaked through the walls to disturb the neighbors. Flex attempted to keep 
a low profile in the building. He didn’t want people to notice him at all actually, but from time to 
time he had to smile and say hello to one or other of the neighbors. He hoped that it wasn’t one of 
them now asking for some impossible help that Flex couldn’t give.

*

It was Veronica. She looked horrible. Her hair was pasted to her cheeks and her eyes looked like 
they had been crying ink. Flex held the door open for her and she went straight in past him, 
dropped her coat and handbag on the floor, kicked off her shoes and then went into the living room 
and stretched out on the couch.

Flex watched her from the door. He was so surprised that he held the door open, until she hit the 
couch and then he realized what he was doing, so he closed it, a little bit too hard in 
compensation, and then hesitated a moment but locked it, two turns of the key, before going in to 
see if there was anything he could do for this woman in distress.

The most obvious question that sprung to his mind was: What happened? But when he looked at 
her again he decided that questions could wait until he got her dry and clean and put some hot tea 
into her.

He spent the next ten minutes doing what he had to in order to make Veronica look a little more 
like the pretty girl that she was in reality. Well, at least Flex thought she was pretty. And she was 
anyway if he didn’t think it. But that’s philosophy and so Flex steered away from it and 
concentrated on getting her face clean and her hair dry and some black tea with lemon past her 
chapped lips. She looked like she hadn’t been eating of sleeping, just walking around in the rain 
for the last few days. But it turned out that she’d been walking around in the rain only since nine 
o’clock. She had wanted to come and see him at nine already but worried about it and then walked 
up past the monument and then down along the river and the rain had come and the streets were 
deserted and she had walked through downtown and seen the homeless sleeping in the doorways 
of the big department stores and it had started her thinking again and her crying made it so she 
couldn’t see and anyway she wasn’t thinking straight thoughts and so got lost in the back streets of 
the inner city, finally found her way out and walked back down to the river and then up to where 
Flex lived.

“Why didn’t you just call me?”

“I had to see you.” She said. “Flex what do we mean to each other? Is there a future for us?”

Flex knew this did not call for a philosophical treatise on the impossibility of there really being a 
future since all we know is the present, but he knew that Veronica needed something a little more 
human so he just put his hand on her arm. This immediately made her muscles slacken and her 
posture turned to that of a dormant jellyfish. She leaned her head back on the pillow he had put 
underneath it and she closed her eyes. In two minutes she was fast asleep, her breathing steady and 
deep.
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Flex watched her for a while and then wondered why he was still there. He brought out a blanket 
and covered her up, tucked the blanket under her feet, and then turned off the light. Once he was 
in his own bed again he started thinking about Veronica in other ways. It reminded him of the 
night he had spent with her and in a few minutes he was on the dream trail again and into his 
unconscious.

*

The next morning Veronica had breakfast ready by the time he crawled out of bed. He went to take 
a shower and felt embarrassed when he came out to find Veronica there watching him walk back 
to his bedroom carefully wrapped up in a towel, not at all anxious to show off in front of her, just 
hoping that he could make it into his clothes as fast as possible.

When he came out again and sat down next to her at the kitchen table he was combed and dressed 
in fresh shirt, clean jeans and clean socks. He had stuffed his normal houseclothes quickly into the 
dirty laundry bin. Not that they were really that dirty, but they were certainly not the kind of 
clothes you would like to be seen in if a girl you quite liked was in the room. Flex was surprised at 
the extent of his own vanity sometimes. Surely if she loved me she would accept me in rags. And 
of course that was true. If the love you had was large enough it could embrace the whole universe, 
but most people’s love is only as embracing as their own self-interest and so if you turn up smelly 
or in rags they don’t necessarily love you as much as you might think they should. And Flex 
seemed to be aware of this now as he sat across from Veronica, at his own breakfast table, and 
tried to experience it as the most natural thing in the world. But it wasn’t natural at all. He knew 
that and though she didn’t seem to be showing it right now, surely she must know that as well.

“Flex,”  said Veronica, “do you realize what it means to be a woman who is thirty years old and not 
married?”

Flex didn‘t know what it meant of course, but he didn‘t say anything because he knew it was a 
rhetorical question.

“It means,”  continued Veronica, “that all your relatives use a special voice with you. It’s not the 
normal voice that they talk to my mother with or to my father, it’s a voice that they reserve for me. 
It’s a: Veronica why haven’t you found a man yet? questioning voice and I hate it. I can’t listen to 
it anymore Flex. It has to end. I can’t stand being treated like some kind of a crazy witch just 
because I’m thirty and unmarried. Can you understand that?”

Flex just nodded because he knew it wasn’t time for him to speak yet.

“Well,”  continued Veronica, “I was going to do something desperate Flex. Yes, really. Last night I 
thought I would just let the river take me out to the sea and that would be that. But I couldn’t do it. 
I didn’t have the courage. I didn’t even have the courage to come to you until it was so late. I’m 
sorry if I disturbed you.”

“It’s OK,”  said Flex. Happy at last that he could say something positively noncommittal. And if 
she asked him to marry her so that she could get out her predicament? What would he say then?

She said: “Actually Flex, what I first thought was: I’ll ask him to marry me.”  At the same time, 
Veronica swung those big brown eyes up at him and letting him have their direct power, right in 
the face.
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And he almost crumbled. But then he waited just a moment longer and she turned her searchlights 
back down and focused on her toast and tea. “But then I thought that wouldn’t be fair. I hardly 
know you. Although sometimes I feel like you are the only person I really know at all. That time 
we spent together was so different from all the others.”  Here she looked up again and captured 
him with her eyes once more. “Not that there has been lots of others, but you know what I mean.”

“Sure,” said Flex, not knowing what else he could say.

“Well then, I thought if Flex won’t marry me, I’ll just go to America or somewhere. Maybe to 
Brazil. I have a girlfriend who lives there and she’s been pestering me to come and see her. Oh 
Flex, am I bothering you too much with all this?”

“Not at all,”  said Flex. Eventually she would tell him what she really meant to do and then he 
would be able to reply correctly. All he had to do now was wait.

And he didn’t have to wait long because the next words out of Veronica’s mouth were: “I don’t 
want you to marry me Flex, but I’d like you to come with me and meet my parents. Will you do 
that for me? It would really be a help.”

Flex was now at the point where he had to say something. But he could once again only say one 
thing: “Well sure, if you think it’ll help.”

And so day number three of his free time, after breakfast, was spent riding on a train to a small 
town north of the city, walking half a kilometer from the station to a nice little residential 
neighborhood where all the brick houses were more or less the same shape, two stories high, with 
peaked roofs, chimneys, and around each house, trimmed hedges and a well kept garden. The kind 
of neighborhood that Flex had been to a few times in his life but the kind of neighborhood he 
didn’t feel comfortable in at all.

Veronica’s father turned out to be quite friendly after he and Flex started talking about computers. 
It seemed that he had to work with one at his company and quite enjoyed the task. Veronica’s 
mother just kept topping up his teacup and filling his plate with cake until he was forced to leave 
half of the third slice there so that she wouldn’t automatically serve him a fourth.

On the way back he could see that Veronica had that look in her eyes again, the one that said: Hey 
there’s life here inside! And so Flex felt that the trip had been good therapy for her. For himself it 
hadn’t been the torture he had anticipated. And as the train ride progressed and he grew more 
comfortable in her company, his thoughts returned once more to that night they’d spent together. 
He looked at her and wondered if he dared ask her to come back home with him again. In seven 
minutes they would be arriving at their destination, back in the city once again. He decided to risk 
it and was thinking about how he should to frame the question when Veronica said: “Gee Flex, I 
really appreciate what you’ve done today. I wish there was some way I could repay you for it. 
Now the next time my mother speaks with Aunt Florrie you’ll be the news and Florrie will spread 
it to the rest of the family in seconds and at least for a while I’ll be off the hook.”  She leaned in 
and kissed Flex on the cheek. “Thanks tons.”  She remained close to him like that, her head on his 
shoulder, until the train rolled into the station. Flex didn’t want to spoil the atmosphere by saying 
anything so he didn’t ask her to come back home with him. Anyway, the way things were going 
now maybe he wouldn’t need to ask her.
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They got off the train and started toward the bus stop. Veronica and Flex stood at the signal 
together waiting for it to change. Just as the green walk sign appeared she said: “Ye gods, it’s 
already six thirty! Oh Flex, I forgot that I’m supposed to meet someone at seven. I’ve got to get 
home.”  She kissed him again, this time quickly, on the cheek, and then rushed away in the 
opposite direction. After she’d gone about 5 meters she called to him over her shoulder. “I’ll call 
you. Thanks again!”  She formed a kiss with her lips and then turned away and Flex rushed across 
the street just before the green man turned red once again.

BLISS

Flex was on a high. Things were working out for him on all sorts of levels. He couldn’t believe it, 
even Veronica was turning into a hit - of sorts. She was still looking for a “relationship,”  which 
was absolutely out of the question for Flex, but she seemed to be willing to put up with the 
situation being what it was for the time being. At least she seemed a bit more comfortable with 
him around now that they’d done that little journey and settled things with her folks. Well, at she 
had settled things. It was all her imagination anyway that was getting her into trouble. 
Relationships are for people who know how to live in them, who can be responsible for someone 
else. Who want to take on the responsibility. Flex wasn’t capable, even though he wished for it 
sometimes. But as soon as it came close the reply from deep inside him came: Help! No! Let me 
out of these chains!

It was typical now that he and Veronica were seeing more of each other that he would start rating 
her moods, trying to figure out whether she would spread a little joy or deliver him shit on a tray. 
And if he smelled the bad stuff coming then he’d find a way to disappear from the scene. Avoiding 
trouble is half the battle, thought Flex. Hey, it’s the whole battle. What else does a human do all 
his life except learn how to avoid trouble. But Veronica has her eye set on some distant unreal 
picture of mamma and poppa sitting in a carriage with the kids in back and poppa with his hands 
on the reigns while the horses clip clop down the street. Hey, Flex had no chariot, no horses, and 
no desire to pick some up and have to clean up after them. It was enough that he had finally given 
away some of his hard-earned moolah from the SUDS gig in order to buy a new bike. Yeah, a 
brand new one. He had finally plunged in all the way and bought himself a touring bike, a 28-
incher with a rack on the back and gears and all still shiny, a kind of a purple color, and it rode 
well - easy and quiet - and it had a bell and a light that worked. He didn’t need to shout anymore 
when he had to warn somebody to get out of the way. Now he could ting-a-ling his little bell.

But his fear made him keep the new bike in his kitchen, in the corner behind the fridge, it was the 
only place he could think of where he could put it. Every other corner in the little apartment was 
full. Next to the dresser in the bedroom there was a pile of cardboard boxes with stuff that Flex 
couldn’t find any room for anywhere else. Old cables and records and books and papers from eons 
ago that had no meaning really but he kept them because he’d always had them. He needed an 
apartment with a three-room cellar so that he could store all his extras. But that was a dream he 
wasn’t ready for yet. The bike was enough of a drain on his purse. It would take a while before he 
would gather up enough courage to make a shift as momentous as a change of apartment.

Veronica dropped little hints from time to time that she wouldn’t mind living with somebody else 
if the apartment was big enough. But it was hard to find a big apartment for the right price, and 
anyway, that would be a commitment that would turn out expensive and would require some 
steady working for, and Flex had an incredibly precarious existence. The factory job as painter 
was going on in the background as it had for the past year or so, but one day it might change, 
although it was a big factory and probably by the time he got finished it would be time to start all 
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over again. And now the SUDS gig was there, and it was bringing in some serious cash for him, 
but there had been some mighty strange stuff going on around there lately. He wondered how that 
Rick Wilde character kept it all together, with that ad agency and the other half-dozen things he 
had running. Maybe he was doing too much. But that was for Rick to watch out about, Flex’s job 
was to take care of the box, and that’s what he did. It was turning out to be quite fun actually 
because from time to time Rod was there and Jammy and Trixie, and they’d take a break together. 
Otherwise there were only those machines pumping and squeezing that liquid soap through the 
pipes until it’s fed into the little multicolored SUDSIES bottles for the kiddies to enjoy. What a 
business, thought Flex. Why couldn’t I have thought of a formula that would just make endless 
money for me? No. That would have been too easy and no fun. He laughed. And then I would 
have had ten Veronicas at my shirt-tails trying to get me to do this that and the other. In relative 
poverty there is also a certain amount of relative peace.

*

Nothing like good weather to make people get irritable, thought Flex. When the sun shines all day 
people should be happy, but instead they complain about there being too much sun and not enough 
shade and how impossible it is to get anything done and how they would like to just relax - but 
these people need something to do. They couldn’t keep still if they wanted to. I bet, thought Flex, 
that when they go on vacation and they sit in one place for longer than an hour they’re bored as 
hell. As for me, I’d love to lay near water, in the shade, away from the broiling sun for about three 
weeks before deciding if I’d like to go and see something other than sea and sky. But those are all 
dreams. What I can look forward to is more factory wall to paint - and whatever I can pick up 
along the way, like SUDS.

It was in the afternoon and he didn’t need to go anywhere but he wanted to take a walk around the 
lake. It was good weather for a change and he could use the exercize. But then he thought, no, I’d 
better ride around the lake, it’s safer.

Now this thinking about safety had cropped up recently with Flex. He used to be the kind of guy 
who would cross a street knowing that the cars loved him and meant him no harm. But since his 
accident - which was why he was on disability - he’d become more skeptical about cars and the 
intentions of their drivers, and he’d grown more skeptical about the people around him who 
weren’t behind the wheels of their cars but were driving their personalities - or were their 
personalities being driven by someone else? Like Ad-magicians blinding everybody in believing 
that the answer is in the cream and not in the brain.

Flex had accidentally seen quite a number of interesting things in the last few months and he was 
beginning to put together a picture - still a mosaic of course - put a picture that was emerging, 
getting more understandable as time went along. He was amazed that the world could make sense 
on all sorts of levels. For instance on the level of facial expression. Flex had tried it one day, just 
smiling at everyone in a very friendly way if they looked at him. People reacted strangely. Some 
got very shy and turned away, but some smiled right back, happy to see a happy face. It had been 
quite an experience. Then he started watching the people to see if they knew what kind of an 
expression they were carrying on their faces. He went shopping on a Saturday morning and said: 
Today is face day. And right off he discovered three faces belonging to criminals. Actually it 
wasn’t their faces that gave them away, it was their positioning. The crowd was still too thin, but 
the thieves were occupying all the strategic points. Had an eye on the bank with the money 
machine and could cover the whole park that everyone had to walk through if they wanted to get 
to the department stores. There were four of them. The fourth one he saw later, standing on top of 
the little bridge, behind a pillar which he came around just at the moment that Flex passed it. 
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Funny, thought Flex, he hadn’t been looking for them, yet he saw them. And now as he 
remembered their faces, the baggy eyes you couldn’t scrub away. The dead eyes you can’t hide 
behind anything except sunglasses, but they couldn’t do that or they’d been dead giveaways to 
even the most sleepy of potential victims.

So he’d been on the lookout for faces and found four scary ones right away. But later there were a 
number of interesting faces that passed him in the street. The one of the woman dressed in white, 
who walked next to her man like she belonged to him but who turned hungry eyes at Flex as she 
passed. What could have he done? What if he said: Hey, excuse me lady did you drop this? And 
then he would slip her his card with his telephone number on it. And you think her guy wouldn’t 
see? C’mon Flex. Hey, but what can you do? You read the face and you know you read it right, but 
there is no opener that suits the locked situation. So then the only way is to go to the face market, 
where people know what expressions they carry and what these expressions mean.

Flex found this face market in a huge botanical gardens behind the train station not far from where 
he lived. There were lakes and waterfalls and green grass and ducks and children playing ball on 
the grass and white benches and people who confronted each other with their faces and tried to get 
something. Flex wanted information - that is, he wanted to check and see if his information was 
correct. As far as he knew, it was, but a reality check was always important. So he went to look. 
And there she was, the lonely lady, on the next bench, just at the edge of the path that drifts off 
into the taller plants, where there is a certain amount of seclusion and the hormone check can be 
made. Or the health check.

Flex wasn’t interested in either, but as he drifted past, the lonely lady’s lips slowly formed a little 
O and her eyes looked directly into his. Uh oh thought Flex, I’ve stumbled into a real situation. He 
looked in the other direction quickly and then changed his path and went back home through a 
less-dangerous route. It seemed that although he was on the lookout for faces, he couldn’t cope 
with the consequences when he discovered that they talk for real.

*

Three days later Flex was coming out of the factory after his morning shift at the wall when a car 
passed him, a black BMW, and then suddenly turned in and practically came up on the sidewalk. 
The side window went down automatically and Flex could see it was Anastasi at the wheel.

—Hey ho Flex, my man. That internet site sure is doing good. It brings in the flies like honey. Ha 
ha. Why haven’t you come down to see me lately, don’t you need no work?

—Disability won’t let me take on too much work. You know how the government is.

—Hey, since when you been giving the money I pay you to the government? Don’t shit me Flex.
Flex knew that Nasty wanted something from him and in a moment he found out.

—I got a new guy working for me that has to set up a communication station and wants to talk to 
you about hardware and soft. I’ll pay you by the hour. Be at the pool hall on Saturday at nine and I 
got you uninterrupted to noon, OK? After that you’re free.

—Gee Nasty, I’ve got a gig now where I’ve gotta be on call in case of emergencies. They even 
gave me a beeper. He could see Nasty’s face slowly change from friendly to unfriendly.



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 47



—But there shouldn’t be a problem on Saturday, Flex added quickly. That’s a down day at the 
factory and there’s only the normal maintenance cycle to be gone through.

And then Nasty let the window slide up again before he jerked the car back into the flow of traffic 
by cutting in front of an approaching Audi and getting an angry whaaaa whaaaa from the horn but 
no pursuit as he cut smoothly left and then right, overtaking on either side whenever he wanted, 
and so winding his way through traffic until he disappeared from Flex’s sight. But not from his 
mind.

Flex was not looking forward to Saturday now. Up till now it had been a normal day, but now its 
normalness had been snatched away and already it had an aura of otherness. Nastiness. It was the 
prospect of spending a whole morning with this nastiness in the background that was now 
beginning to sour his afternoon. But what could he do. These were forces bigger than he was. 
They determined how he behaved, he didn’t determine how they behaved. If he could then they 
would all be happily playing badminton in some park with the trees tall and green as the grass and 
the summer a warm reminder that life is for happiness and not for nasty things like the 
exploitation business.

OK, so I’m not perfect, thought Flex, I sell the only thing I have, my time. And Nasty pays better 
for my time than lots of other people ever would for the best purposes in the world. So Nasty gets 
the time. What a world. It’s like I’m constantly tumbling into another animal trap, discovering 
there’s a secret way out, but no sooner tumble into a new one which was better camouflaged than 
the one before. And so on. Learn this, get caught out by that. Is there no escape into just plain 
stupid happiness?

Well, thought Flex. There is Veronica. And a few times the happiness has been quite real. When 
there was no thinking about it then it was fine. But think about it and suddenly it seems like a vain 
pursuit. Just something to do while waiting for the future to catch up with you. And the only thing 
the future is is death. Oh, what a depressing thought. Flex didn’t want to think about death now. 
Not now. Not on such a lovely warm afternoon with still another three days at least before 
Saturday. But the trap had opened and closed very quickly and Flex was in it, trapped. Saturday 
was inevitable. The only thing he could do now was lose himself in work until Saturday arrived 
and then, if all went well, he’d be in and out quickly and, above all, painlessly.

FREEDOM

Veronica had put pressure on Flex in a nasty way.

It had happened like this:

After they’d been together for about six weeks and things were going their normal casual course, 
with Flex a little reluctant to let the affair get any hotter than it already was and so creep into his 
regulated lifestyle, Veronica pulled her midnight arrival trick again. This time she went into the 
kitchen and took the bread knife with the serrated blade and went into the bathroom and started 
filling the tub with steaming water. The whole time Flex was just watching her because he 
couldn’t think of anything to say. He couldn’t believe it when she stripped and got into the tub and 
was looking at her wrist and trying to figure out where she should make the first cut.

Finally Flex spoke up:
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“Veronica,”  he said, thinking that maybe if he spoke her name it would bring her back to the 
present. It did. She looked at him. Maybe it was what she had been waiting for, some recognition 
of her existence, and her name was part of that. Flex wanted to speak it again but before he could 
she said: I want to die Flex.

There it was, the grim reaper card thrown face up onto the table. He didn’t know what to say. On 
the one hand he knew that suicide was an option of last resort, and that it was open to everybody, 
but it was an option he personally found impossible to take. Its because he was curious and a 
coward. But perhaps Veronica was different. Or maybe it was all only show, an attention-getter. 
But Flex didn’t have time to think about her possible playacting, because if he didn’t take her 
seriously it could lead to something he certainly didn’t want to have to clean up afterwards. So he 
took her seriously.

From the bathroom cupboard where he kept his towels, he extracted a big white bath towel and 
then spread it out in front of him, his two hands wide apart, and walked toward Veronica, his face 
a mask of concern. When he got close enough, he gently took hold of the handle of the knife and 
pulled the knife from her fingers and into the folds of the towel, wrapping the edge of the towel 
around the blade to make it harmless. Then, like a skilled magician, while he wrapped the other 
corner of the white towel around her shoulders and pulled her gently up out of the tub, he let the 
knife unroll itself through its own weight and drop into the dirty laundry hamper in the corner.

Veronica was numb in his embrace, lost in her mad thoughts of goodbye. He succeeded in gently 
steering her into the bedroom and helping her onto the bed, covering her with a blanket and then 
sitting down beside her and holding her hand until she fell into a fitful sleep disrupted by twitching 
of her lips and little screams escaping from her throat.

Flex was perturbed. His was normally a lifestyle which could best be described as carefully 
relaxed. Carefully relaxed meant that he never had a do or die situation put in front of his nose. It 
meant that he had time to fulfill a task that was reasonable and yet challenging enough to demand 
something from him. Like the wall gig at the factory. Now that demanded patience and 
concentration. If you wanted a smooth white wall then you had to paint it right, with even strokes, 
going back over the dried parts to build up the layers so that none of the underlying grey cement 
makes its presence felt. It’s an endless job and yet it is one that demands skill. And it lead to 
peaceful contemplation.

Now Flex had been nastily surprised out of his peaceful contemplation of the white by Veronica’s 
behavior. It was good that she’d dropped off to sleep so quickly. He probably couldn’t have found 
any word that would have comforted her. The embrace turned out to be more important than 
anything else. Well, at least it had helped for now. But what would she be like when she woke up?

*

When Veronica woke up she was worse than before.

She saw Flex asleep in the chair next to the bed and tugged at his arm and when he had his eyes 
open a little she said in a strong clear voice: Flex you have to marry me!
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Flex was shattered. He had been in the middle of some peaceful green paradise just lolling in the 
shade and thinking about how sweet life was and now he was in a dark room at four twenty-five 
on a Saturday morning, a whole grueling week behind him and some crazy woman in his bed 
telling him he has to marry her. Impossible, said Flex. Without really wanting to, the word had 
spilled out of him. Impossible! He repeated it more for his own benefit than for hers, just to make 
sure that he’d said it, really said it. And what if she now went into the bathroom and slit her 
wrists? What would he do? The bath towel embrace wouldn’t work a second time.

Flex watched her and saw her face twitch like it had when she was dreaming. Then a little stifled 
scream escaped from her throat, once again like her sleeping self. Flex could only sit there staring 
as she adjusted her mask into a frown and then into a mask of anger with turned down lips and a 
cold fire that beamed out of her eyes and made Flex shiver.

Up she stood on the bed. Naked and threatening she loomed over him, her breasts swinging free, 
two ripe apples that he would have loved to take hold of at any other time but that now looked like 
the most forbidden fruit in the world. With her right hand she lashed out at him, but he saw it 
coming and managed to slide down in the chair before the fist arrived. Her hand hit the wall and 
made a cracking sound. He thought she must have broken her fingers, but her face registered no 
pain. Instead, now venom dripped from her eyes. Flex continued to slide down out of the chair 
until he was sitting on the floor. She strode right over him and out the bedroom door into the 
bathroom. She found her clothes where Flex had draped them neatly over the heater.

She was dressed in an instant and then in the livingroom gathering up the bits and pieces that 
she’d dropped around his place during the time they had been together. As she gathered her 
property she displaced Flex’s papers and books, and by the time she had everything that belonged 
to her the floor was covered with his things.

Eventually she left, slamming the door behind her.

For a few minutes Flex just sat in the silence, half waiting for her to return and continue her 
destruction of his environment. But the silence stretched out until its peace enveloped Flex and he 
got enough courage up to pick up the papers and books and try and get some order back into his 
apartment.

An hour later he was sitting in his kitchen with a cup of Indian green tea and some brownies. The 
bread knife with the serrated blade was back in its holder next to the bread box. He could see the 
handle sticking up from where he sat. He remembered Veronica sitting in the bathtub with the 
blade at her wrist. What if she’d done it, right there in front of him? What would he have done? 
Well, he would have called the cops first and told them what was happening, and then asked them 
to call an ambulance. But what about all the blood and stuff? Would he have tried to bandage up 
her wrists or something?

Ugh! He didn’t even want to think about it. Most probably he would have thrown up. Then he 
would have run out of the apartment to stand downstairs and wait for the rescue team to show. 
And later, how could he have continued to live in an apartment where Veronica had chopped 
herself? He would have had to move. Imagine getting into that bathtub and having visions of 
Veronica in a pool of pink water. No way. What a beast, he thought, to want to injure me like that. 
Crazy woman. She’s crazy and I don’t want anything more to do with her. She’s only trouble. The 
words kept ringing in his head until he went into his bedroom and fell on the bed and dove into 
sleep.
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The phone rang right at the moment that he was just stepping over a threshold. In fact his foot had 
just touched down on the other side when the bells went off. At first, still in his dream, he thought 
it was a pure bell of welcome into the new place, but then he realized it was the telephone. He 
looked at the clock next to his bed. 10-thirty! Hopefully it wasn’t some SUDS emergency.

He picked up the receiver in the middle of the third ring. It was Jammy. He wanted to tell Flex 
about a party he was giving. Flex told him the current situation with Veronica. “Hey Flex man, she 
needs a knight in shining armor and you pretended to fit the picture.”

“But I’m no knight. And even if I was, my armor must be the rustiest ever.”

“Forget it. Come to the party tonight, relax, meet some new people, dance a little, learn how to 
live again Flex.”

So Flex said OK and then went straight back to sleep. He didn’t have to get up until twelve at 
least, and with all the shit that had been going down around him lately - not forgetting the 
mysterious goings on at SUDS, and the stuff with Nasty - he needed the refuge of dreamland.

*

What a party!

Flex hadn’t been to anything like this in ages. The people were all real talkative and interested in 
knowing about him, who he was, where he came from, what he did. It was as if he’d suddenly 
been dragged into center stage and he felt a bit awkward. What was he supposed to say? I do 
computer work. Or, I paint walls. Or, I’m on disability. Or what? And where was he from? He’d 
been here long enough to say he was from here, but he still always said he was from over there. 
Ah, it didn’t matter. He was enjoying himself at last. Talking with people, eating rich food, 
pretending he was going to live forever, or at least living his little bit of forever in the now of the 
talk and the presence he felt in the being of the others.

It was all quite mystical to some extent. But Flex allowed himself the luxury of the mystical that 
night. Down-to-earth Jammy was busy talking with people who were bringing him business and 
so he and Flex only exchanged a few words, but that was good in a way otherwise Jammy would 
have dominated his space and the others would never even have had a chance to see him. He 
hoped he hadn’t made too much of an idiot of himself so far. He felt so awkward. What do you tell 
someone you don’t know when they ask you who you are?

There were three girls in the room. One on each of the couches that faced each other, and one on a 
chair at the far end near the door that led out onto the balcony. Flex was sitting on a chair with his 
back to the door that led out into the hall that connected to all the other rooms. He had the three 
girls in front of him and the one with long red braids who was sitting on the couch to his right had 
directed the question at him.

Who am I? He didn’t say I’m Flex. Instead he said: If I knew, I’d tell you. Now this wasn’t the 
most intelligent of answers but it caused a conversation to start that continued until three in the 
morning, shifting its emphasis from time to time but still somehow concerned with the question of 
being. Being what? Being who?
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Ah, thought Flex somewhere in the middle of it all, if only I could write down every word and see 
from afar again how it all developed, shifted and drifted, swirled back like smoke turning in on 
itself and mixing with itself until it’s a cloud that disperses slowly into the air.

At four in the morning he got up to go and the redhead got up as well. It was an awkward moment. 
He liked the look of her and he knew she liked the look of him. There was a bit of animal 
attraction there. But he was in no mental condition to even attempt an approach. And he knew that 
if she even hinted at anything he would retreat instantly.

But it never came to that. They got to the door and Jammy arrived and said: Hey Gwenny babe, 
don’t go anywhere with Flex, he’s got some heavy woman trouble at the moment, you don’t want 
to shed tears for him too.

Gwenny laughed and winked at Flex. He don’t look like something to cry over Jammy. And then 
she smiled at Flex again and walked away down the stairs. Flex stayed to say goodbye to Jammy. 
Thanks a lot man, he said. I couldn’t have escaped unscathed if I had to give her a blunt refusal.

You think a lot of yourself don’t you man?

Flex opened his eyes at that and thought, do I think I’m great or something? But then he felt, hell 
No, I just feel good because three pretty women were all paying me attention at the same time. For 
three hours at a stretch. Why shouldn’t I be feeling good about myself?

Jammy, said Flex, I feel good about myself because I’m doing a lot of good things these days. If it 
wasn’t for the Veronica story my life would be boring and quiet.

Well, said Jammy, you like the excitement, don’t you. It keeps up the blood-pressure, makes sure 
you don’t get too fat, and keeps you alert. What more could you ask for man? Heee heee heee. 
Jammy laughed until Flex just turned away and headed slowly down the stairs. Gwenny was long 
gone by the time he got outside into the fresh morning air. It was still dark. The season had drifted 
back toward earlier nightfalls and later sunrises. He got on his bike and pulled up his collar. There 
was no chill in the air but it was damp and he didn’t want to take any chances.

As he rode back to his apartment he thought about Veronica and prayed that she wouldn’t come 
banging on his door again whether it was the middle of the night or the middle of the day.

MUSICAL CHAIRS

Flex was becoming coherent again.

He could see coherence coming toward him and then get ahold of him, order his existence, 
rationally set guidelines - and he made no effort to escape from it. The Veronica episode had 
shaken him so profoundly that the bones in his body vibrated still. That’s why he allowed himself 
coherence in the first place. But the incident was somehow behind him now. Maybe she’d get 
closer, maybe she wouldn’t; the situation was tolerable for him at the moment. For both of them 
perhaps, since he didn’t get any direct complaints or commands. But it was too late to shake off 
the coherence. It had already taken hold.
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His coherence was so well advanced already that he thought he knew how he wanted to live out 
his remaining time on the planet. And what was stranger still, he believed he could see it in all its 
material detail, like a vast landscape painting stretching out in front of him, a painting that was so 
broad that he was embraced by it, and yet it couldn’t hold him, he passed through it like a material 
ghost. This led to a revelation.

He was on his way to the factory one afternoon and the sudden chill had developed into a strong 
cold wind that forced itself through the thin summer coat Flex was wearing. He pedaled a little 
harder and in a few minutes the cold was replaced by a tingling warmth. He was contemplating 
buying a new winter coat. Maybe it would be better to buy it now before it got snowy and icy. He 
was wondering where he should go, to which department store, but then a truck rattled past him 
with its loading ramp up but its doors not closed properly and banging against the ramp like half-
silenced machine-pistols - dugga dug, dugga dug dug dug.

By the time he had reached a peaceful state of mind again, he had arrived at the factory.

He had the revelation later in one of the side rooms.

He remembered how he had walked up the stairs to the second floor and taken his shoes off at the 
door before crossing the threshold into the white room. He had come to see if his work was 
acceptable or not. The white was smooth and there was no hint of grey beneath it. Enough coats of 
paint and the strokes were smooth. And then there he was in the midst of all the white - white 
walls, white floor, white ceiling, white light filtering in through the strips of permeable white 
plastic covering the skylights - white everywhere and he saw himself in the midst of it, a small 
black speck with two legs, two arms and a head covered with fur. What possible function could he 
have in this vast universe? All he did was paint rooms white and then move on and paint walls 
white and then move on and on and on, painting everything white. Surely this was the most 
insignificant thing that one could do. And watching over the computer at SUDS, and those little 
jobs he did here and there for pocket cash, they were cosmically equal to absolutely nothing.

But that wasn’t the revelation.

The revelation was that he was happy while he was painting the walls white. And to tell the truth, 
he felt useful at SUDS these days because it seemed like they needed him to keep the plant 
together since they were mostly out and about trying to scare up business for their bubbles. The 
real revelation turned out to be that Flex was happy being Flex at the moment. He felt coherent. 
And he felt really lucky. That’s when it struck him how happy he was to be in the middle of the 
white room.

The absolute happiness only lasted a moment probably, but he felt its resonance still. And that’s 
why he thought he knew now how he wanted to live his life. Not where he would live it, but how. 
He would live it insignificantly. Insignificance would protect him, at least for a while longer. And 
it would be his perceived insignificance that would save him in the end, but he would have to deal 
with the Nastys and the Veronicas in the world anyway. They wouldn’t stop pestering him just 
because he was insignificant. But eventually an insignificance would return that would enable him 
to lead a calm insignificant life like the one he was leading now, which was all he really wanted. 
Though there were moments when he thought he should try to spice his life up with some high 
adventure or other, like a journey to some distant land. But the urge left him very quickly when he 
thought about the psychological torture he would have to put himself through if he wanted to 
travel.



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 53



He took a final look back at the white room and then stepped out into the hall, closing the door 
behind him. Revelations were all well and good, but coherence told him that insignificant as he 
may be, he still needed to eat, and so as long as painting provided him with meals, he would be 
happy to go on painting rather than take a journey to a place he had never been to before and 
would probably never go to again.

*

Antoinette was the kind of girl who came around to visit Flex once in a blue moon, but each time 
it turned out to be significant for him. And after having bathed in insignificance for a few days, he 
was glad to be significant again, at least in Antoinette’s eyes.

Why was she important to Flex if he only saw her so seldom? How could she hold such sway over 
him from such a relative distance in time?

It didn’t take him long to come to the conclusion that it was because she cared for him. She came 
to see him, straightened out his messy apartment, washed all the dishes and scrubbed the pots and 
pans, cleaned the stove, and helped him straighten all the clothes in his cupboard. And all the time 
she would be talking, telling stories about her seven sisters and her mother who could no longer 
tell the twins apart and felt that she was losing her mind because of it, never realizing that it was 
the girls who were playing switching games on her, and then one day just lying down for a nap at 
noon on the sofa and never waking up again.

Or the story she told him about the old tree in the front yard that had pushed its roots through a 
drain and caused it to back up and had therefore been condemned to uprooting by the city.

One Saturday morning they sent out a truck, a small bulldozer, and four men. They cut down the 
trunk in twenty minutes and then cut off all the branches as close to the trunk as possible. Then 
they loaded the trunk and the branches onto the truck. Then they took a break.

The next thing they would have to do, after they’d fortified themselves with caffein and nicotine, 
was to pry out the roots. That’s why they’d brought the bulldozer.

Two of the men dug into the earth around the trunk and exposed some of the roots. One man drove 
the bulldozer and one was his side vision, telling him how to tip the blade and where to angle in so 
that he could get as good a grip on the stump as possible before starting the push.

The push was signaled by extra power and a straining engine as it tested the immovability of the 
roots. But the driver was experienced and just nudged the stump forward a little, released his 
pressure, and then reapplied it. This he did three or four times, then he drove around to the other 
side and did the same. This took about another half an hour, but by then the trunk was loose in the 
earth and the workers had chopped away at many of the roots and managed to free the bulk of the 
stump. And so the bulldozer driver decided to push the whole stump out and over once and for all 
with one big thrust. The engine whined and the blade caught and the trunk snapped away from 
encumbering roots and fell over on its side, free of its earthy home at last.
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The men had stopped and stood around the edge to survey the hole when a low whining noise 
began and quickly got louder. It sounded like a siren winding up. But after it got to a certain pitch 
it tore through something with a loud crack and a stream of water fountained high up out of the 
ground and into the sky above the astonished workmen. No plans had shown a water pipe here in 
the vicinity, only drains. And it was because of a drain that they were there to remove the tree. 
Confusion rained over them all from the new fountain.

Finally calls were made and the mains were turned off. But what was supposed to have been a 
quick Saturday morning job turned out to be a 24 hour emergency fix-it that wasn’t finished until 
late Sunday night when the last barricade was taken away.

Antoinette was loaded with stories and Flex loved to listen to her while he helped her straighten 
his shirts and polished his shoes while she ironed. She brought him to do the kind of things that he 
would normally never have done himself if she hadn’t been there.

She always spent the night too. And it was always a night that he awoke from the next day feeling 
vigorous and happy and not at all guilty or obliged or anything like that. Antoinette always got up 
very early and showered and dressed and left the apartment and disappeared physically out of his 
life for another four months or so, but she was never completely gone from his mind. Even during 
the hottest time with Veronica he had wondered what it would be like if Antoinette arrived. What 
would she do? Would she behave like always and try and include Veronica, or would she be 
possessive and try and push Veronica away?

No way of knowing really, thought Flex. Antoinette is just sweet Antoinette, and as long as she 
wants to come by and take care of me then she is welcome.

*

Flex slept like a bear in the depths of hibernation. He slept way beyond the six hours he usually 
needed in order to feel refreshed and ready to go. In fact he slept so much that when he woke up 
once in the middle of the morning he was tired from sleeping so much. Even his dreams reflected 
this tiredness because he could picture himself lying in bed, blankets over his shoulders keeping 
his neck warm, and he could see how still he lay, and he could see the small bedroom around him 
in its half darkness and its perpetual mess of clothes strewn over the floor. But hadn’t Antoinette 
helped him clean everything up? So how could his room still be a mess? It was with his mind 
fixed on this puzzling question that he woke up then, finally, at eleven thirty to face what was left 
of Monday morning and his clean room, and the new week.

Antoinette had been and gone and his life had changed once again. He could sense it, though he 
couldn’t put his finger on any facts that were about to make his future any different. Just her being 
there and the way she had encircled him in her world for a day and night had already made a 
difference. The new morning, though overcast and chilly, seemed to him open and alive with 
opportunity. It was as if he had emerged from a long illness, an illness that normally began as the 
darkness set in and then dragged on through the grey winter until the first inklings of spring 
sunshine nudged him out into life again.
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But Antoinette had preempted that spring sunshine and had already nudged him into life. It was 
the only way he could make any sense of the energy that electrified his system. And perhaps it was 
the best way for him to look at it. Not to analyze it excessively. After all, it was impossible to 
think of Antoinette as a permanent feature of his life. She was much too universal to remain with 
him alone. She often told him stories about the other people that she visited, men and women, and 
he knew that if he had attempted to get her to stay longer than she wanted then he would see that 
wistful smile that sometimes crossed her face, and her eyes would look into a misty realm full of 
dreams and wishes she couldn’t make come true, and she would say: I wish I could stay with you 
forever Flex but ...

Anyway, now it was time for him to take hold of that new-found energy and bring it into his life in 
such a way that it did him some positive good. But he was puzzled as to how he should do that. 
What if I start feeling so good and doing so well that I get delusions of grandeur, he thought. I 
could believe myself to be the best of all and then fall into the trap of the great dictators and 
madmen. My life would then be a tragedy, perhaps. Where do I stand? How significant am I? How 
insignificant?

Flex knew that these kinds of thoughts led into a jungle of confusion that was worse than any 
jungle full of spiders, snakes and wild jaguar night prowlers could be. Although he would not like 
to have been a chimpanzee awakened by the stenchy breath of a hungry jaguar on the branch next 
door looking in to see if he was interested in becoming nourishment.

He accepted insignificance, and along with it a certain comfort in knowing that he could go on 
observing the environment around him with the same detective’s eye he had always checked it out 
with. Old eagle eye Flex. Yeah.

But life changes people and people sometimes change their lives.

Flex was on the verge of a big change. He could feel it coming.

On the one hand, he was already through one change. It had begun for him back in the early 
summer when he got the gig with SUDS and didn’t have to depend on cruds like Nasty for his 
pocket cash anymore, and it had come to a conclusion late in the fall, just before the cold weather 
came in, in the form of a test. At least it had been a test for him, to see if he could do it. And he 
could! For the first time in his life, he had done something in public. He stood up at an 
engagement party and recited a poem from memory.

His voice slipped once or twice and he started one line over, but he got all the way through the 
poem, a fourteen line sonnet, and he got a fine round of applause from the guests and a handshake 
from the groom-to-be. He felt good when Trixie came up afterwards and said Well done! He felt 
he had managed to put himself into the public eye without crumbling. That was quite a feat for 
Flex. And that was the cement that solidified the change that had begun in the summer and ended 
in the fall. Flex had taken his first step in becoming a public person. Maybe that was why he was 
suddenly having all these attacks of significance or insignificance. Of course! If you’re public then 
you live or die on your public significance. If you’re insignificant then you’re no longer public and 
then you must find your significance in other activities.

Yeah, thought Flex, like in painting walls white.
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TURMOIL IS LIFE

Out of the turmoil of life a new Flex was born.

But being full of the exuberance of life, this new Flex decided to go over and see Jammy in order 
to look at Jammy through his new eyes.

Outside, in the real world it was really autumn, with intermittent showers and the sun just a 
memory. But the birds never stop chirping, do they? thought Flex. Well, they don’t chirp much at 
night or during thunderstorms, but they recover their chirpiness somehow and when it’s not too 
bad, in a dry interval, just gray and cool, they chirp just as much as if it was sun and spring. Which 
I suppose it will also be one day again.

During all these thoughts and many many more - some of course concerned with his computer - he 
cycled across town and parked down below Jammy’s apartment house. He looked up to the fifth 
floor of the red brick block. All that glass, all those bricks, just to build a cave that Jammy and his 
woman can inhabit thought Flex.

Inside he could see the newness still on the floor of the hall, the sheen inside the elevator. But the 
elevator, as it travelled up, gave Flex the feeling that it did much more service than was good for it 
and that it didn’t get much service in return because that was too expensive. Still, walking up five 
flights of stairs was daunting in itself and so he rode the elevator. It gave him time to order his 
thoughts and to remember his mantra turmoil/life and wonder what would happen when he saw 
Jammy.

Of course when the door opened it was not Jammy who greeted him but a new face altogether. 
“Hi, I’m Milli, come in.”

Flex entered and she closed the door behind him.

“They went out to buy something in the city and they should have been back already but it’s only 
me.”

“Oh that’s quite fine,” said Flex. “I’m Flex.”

“Oh Flex, Jammy already talked about you. I know everything. Hahaha.”

Flex laughed along with her and followed her into the kitchen where she instantly offered him a 
tea or a coffee or anything he wished and when all that was taken care of they took their drinks - 
Flex had chosen a glass of water and Milli had a glass of orange juice - and themselves into the 
livingroom.

“Hey, a new carpet,”  said Flex, looking over the dining room which went off from the livingroom 
like the base of the letter L. A black carpet now covered almost the whole of the diningroom floor. 
The carpet had chinese characters painted around its border in red. The dinner table over it didn’t 
take away any of the drama of the black and the red because the table was made of glass. It stood 
on a black aluminum frame that didn’t get in the way of the carpet and its effect. “Great, really 
great,”  said Flex. He said it to Milli since Jammy wasn’t there but he would most probably say it 
to Jammy again once he arrived.
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Milli sat Flex down on the fake leopardskin sofa and set herself down on the big black enfolding 
chair opposite him. She drew up her feet, which were in black socks, and she held her teacup in 
her hands, and she looked over at him, a little white face against this black background and said: 
“I’m Jammy’s cousin.”  And she smiled so that he could see that she had nice teeth. “I’m down 
here looking for a job and spending time with Jammy until I get settled. The TV went futz last 
night and so Jammy had nothing else to do and he told me all about the adventures you guys have 
had.”

“I wouldn’t call them adventures, but they were certainly experiences of an extraordinary kind.” 
Flex laughed at the memory of him and Jammy carrying that huge metal filing cabinet and trying 
desperately with every trick imaginable in the book to get it through a cellar door that was at least 
three centimeters too tight to receive it. The headbreaking and backbreaking it took to get past that 
hurdle with the solution of just leave the cabinet there, outside, and let someone else take care of it 
later, or else dismantle it, or whatever.

“Well call ’em whatever you like,”  said Milli, “he told me all about them and we laughed a lot. So 
that’s why I say I know you and all about you. But really I don’t know you at all.”

Flex did not want to get into a I’ll show you mine if you show me yours type of situation so he 
said“No one can know anybody really all the way down to the bone, except maybe you can know 
yourself that well if you spend time on it.”

Milli smiled in return. “You sound a lot more sensible than Jammy painted you.”

“Oh I can be stupid almost any time at all,” said Flex. “But it gets to be too much of job.”

Milli laughed along with him. “You make it sound as if being stupid isn’t easy.”

Flex grew serious. “Being stupid is hard work because you constantly have to go back and correct 
stuff, and then if there’s too much to correct you get frustrated and become reckless and then next 
thing you know you are aggressive and damned to a life of pain and torture.”

Milli exploded with laughter. “You should become a preacher, you could pack them in with stuff 
like that.”

“I paint walls for a living, Milli, and I use computers. I manage a level of existence that is not 
even the envy of street people. I don’t have many responsibilities. And until recently I didn’t even 
have any respect for myself, let alone for anyone else.”  He looked at her for a moment, as if 
wondering whether or not he should continue.

Milli looked at him and saw him in his quandary: “Flex, you’re a human being. That’s what you 
are and what you can’t get away from. All us, we’re just humans. Respect yourself and you’ll 
respect others. I mean, it’s trite, but it’s true.”

Flex nodded and looked at Milli and wondered about her. It would perhaps be worth his while to 
find out a little more about her.
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It was a long and complex conversation that went on between them, and it continued on into the 
evening, with the rain starting up again and a call coming through from Jammy to Milli telling her 
how late they would be and to please apologize to Flex.

Flex knew he would have to wait until another time to see Jammy face to face, but the chance 
encounter with Milli had turned into something beneficial.

After the phone call the rain stopped again and Flex invited Milli to go with him to the icecream 
parlor around the corner. She was ready for a little walk and some fresh air and so they skipped 
down the five flights of stairs and were in the street. The Saturday afternoon traffic was thinning 
out before the evening rush started. And before the rush got too thick thought Flex I’d like to be 
back home.

Milli, who was smaller than Flex, reaching to about his shoulder, had eyes and a smile that 
dominated him as they walked along the sidewalk, the wind varying from light to strong 
depending on how impenetrable was the wall formed by the houses on their side of the street.

When they cut across the playground the wind swirled in circles and Flex reflexively narrowed his 
eyes.

“Now you look like a hyena,” said Milli.

Flex opened his eyes wide despite the sand and the wind. “You’re the second person in the whole 
world who has ever compared my look with the look of a hyena.”

“Well, maybe it’ll become a trend,” she said.

It was hard to suppress laughter while he was around Milli. And that is what made the meeting so 
remarkable for him. He thought that it had to break up at some point, to get back down to the 
banalities of daily life, but even when it did, the banalities had some kind of shining new 
significance. “It’s only post-enlightenment euphoria,”  she said when he told her about how 
exuberant and full of life he felt now. “It’ll all get back to normal again and if nothing 
extraordinary happens you’ll practically forget about it.”

When Flex had told her that he would never forget about it, she said he would have to forget about 
it in order to function in daily life, it was his only chance. He agreed with her that to a certain 
extent he would have to forget about it but said that what he would never lose sight of was the 
point of view. “Ah,” said Milli, “holding a point of view is something you do only until the next 
point of view presents itself.”  Now of course that was logical and so Flex accepted it. Milli knows 
more about all this than I could have ever imagined, he thought. And slowly, without imposing on 
her or putting her under any inquisitional stress, he managed to find out that Milli was Jammy’s 
German cousin, from Berlin who had studied in England and lived for six years in San Francisco, 
where she had spent time at the famous UCB, University of California at Berkeley where she’d 
done some post-graduate courses but never pursued her doctorate earnestly.

Milli had married young and divorced early without too much damage to her love of life it 
seemed, although from the way she spoke of her short marriage it had obviously been filled with 
turmoil, which for her had been life for sure but not necessarily pleasant. Anyway, she seemed to 
have learned something about men because after Flex had paid for her icecream and they were on 
their way back to the apartment she said: “Thanks for the cone Flex. But you know I’m not going 
to pay you back for it with a kiss.”
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He was taken a little aback by that, but he smiled when he understood the psychology behind it. 
“You know,”  he told her, “even though I didn’t pay for the icecream because I wanted to kiss you 
later, you’re right in thinking that I probably wouldn’t have been surprised if you did kiss me as a 
payback, or at least offered to. I would have thought it quite natural.”

Milli smiled. “You’re just a human male Flex. No need to be ashamed of it. But just don’t expect a 
human female to jump at every little bit of bait you hang on your hook.”

Flex could smile at that and was in the present enough to be aware of exactly what she meant.

YEAR OUT/YEAR IN

Turmoil is life.

But for Flex it was finally good to be into the turmoil of life instead of locked away deep in the 
cavern of his own pain and insecurity. The factory job continued calmly in the background while 
the SUDS gig took up the slack hours. He had managed to cut away Nasty and Fatty and the ones 
who had ground him down into a dependent bug type of person while handing out little favors just 
for fun.

His female situation hadn’t improved. If anything it had wilted away completely, but in the present 
state of euphoria he was in, he didn’t see how he could possibly avoid setting his nose into the 
wind when spring came - he knew it would come - and then, well, no use, he thought to dwell too 
long on that kind of stuff. It only makes you long for it even more. Get healthy in mind and body 
before you go after that other stuff.

This was the kind of advice he gave to himself from time to time when he saw he was slipping off 
track.

Something interesting had happened in Flex’s life. He had risen from the ashes, so to speak, and 
was now officially off the disabled list. Yes. He had signed all the papers at the relevant 
department and picked up his last disability check. The doctors had given their approval quite 
readily, though one woman doctor asked him in quite pointed fashion if he could now move his 
arm and leg exactly as he had before the accident. No, replied Flex, Not exactly the same, but near 
enough so that it doesn’t do me any harm in my job. And then she said, But if you go off disability 
now it will be very hard to get back on again if you need it. I know that, said Flex. But if I’m 
healthy then I should be able to do OK for myself.

He didn’t tell her that he was beginning to feel under pressure from the illegality of his work load, 
what with the factory wall-painting job and the SUDS gig, he was already over the limit. And if 
they caught him they’d cut away more than the taxman took. He didn’t tell her that. He didn’t 
need to. Those people knew what was going on. They gave him the papers he needed and he went 
away. And so now he was officially no longer disabled. What did that mean?

Well, it really didn’t mean all that much. It just meant that he was from now on regarded by the 
taxman and the law as just an ordinary citizen, with all the rights that an ordinary citizen has, but 
with nothing to set him apart in any way from anybody else. Just like he had been before the 
accident.



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 60



He couldn’t celebrate because he was now in the middle of life and didn’t have time for that. He 
had to go and meet Jammy. They had a massive transport job to do. They had to drive way out of 
town and then back again, fully loaded. It was bound to be an all-day affair, and already his day 
had been cut into by all the bureaucratic stuff. But no sooner did he turn the corner when he came 
out of the health department office than he ran straight into Veronica. She saw him and smiled a 
bright smile:

Hi Flex, she said. This is Earl Myers, my fiancée.

Flex looked at the tall blond boy who had his arm casually draped across her shoulders. His eyes 
were wide apart and his nose was a bit fat, but he had a pleasant smile and he greeted Flex with a 
wave of a hand. Hi Flex.

Flex said Hello back and then waited for Veronica to say something like he knew she would. And 
she did: We’re getting married in the summer, aren’t we Earl?

If that’s what you want baby. He smiled good-naturedly and pulled her gently along away from 
Flex. We gotta go now or we’ll be late.

Yeah, OK, said Veronica. She gave Flex a parting smile than wasn’t as triumphant as it should 
have been because she obviously still had lots to say to him and wanted to say it, but if Earl was 
really gonna marry her then it was better for her to go along with him now. Or at least that’s how 
Flex interpreted her parting smile.

He was glad to be away finally to Jammy’s but as he stepped into the underground train he thought 
again of Veronica and when the doors closed thought - Bang, just like that, we get cut off from 
people, maybe forever. What if he’d said Yes to her and been the one to marry her instead of Earl. 
Would he then be walking around as happy and determined as Earl? Would he lose ten years off 
his skin and look as fresh as Earl?

No. Flex had a little pang in his stomach but in reality, deep down inside, he was glad that the 
Veronica problem had been taken off his hands by someone as nice and seemingly agreeable as 
Earl. Maybe she’ll be happy with him, thought Flex. If she can ever be happy with herself.

*

While they rode out to the pick-up place, Jammy talked about how his girlfriend had to work with 
all sorts of different people in her business, from every different country in the world, and how 
difficult it was to get used to the different habits at first, the different rites and rituals, but that once 
you got used to them then you realized that people aren’t really very different from each other. 
And that they basically all want the same things: a place to live, something to eat, and peace to 
enjoy life.

Flex could only agree with that. Everybody wanted to enjoy life in a peaceful atmosphere. Only it 
seems that some people aren’t exactly enjoying life too much these days. But it could be worse. It 
could always be worse, said Flex.

Jammy looked over at Flex longer than Flex was happy to be looked at under the conditions, since 
they were driving in a VW van at about 120 K down a pretty busy freeway in what wasn’t rush 
hour but was certainly not light traffic. How long could Jammy look at him and still steer straight. 
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Flex was about to say something but Jammy looked casually back at the road and then said: Flex, 
you are a very depressive kind of guy. I hope you don’t mind me saying that to you like this.

Flex looked over at Jammy and instead of saying something looked back at the road and let 
Jammy continue like he knew Jammy wanted to.

Ever since I’ve known you, you’ve been alone and down in the dumps and kind of always seeing 
the shitty side of life. Don’t you think that’s hard on friends like me? I don’t want to run into a 
wall of Down every time I see you man.

Flex took his eyes off the road again and said: You’re right Jammy. I noticed it myself, and I’ve 
been working on it. It takes time but I think I’ll make it.

No, said Jammy, I think you misunderstood me. Like inside. Inside you are a tragic kind of soul, 
you carry around a weight with you all the time. Like I always have the feeling you’re loaded with 
lead in your pockets. The way you walk around all bent like that.

Melancholia, said Flex. You’re right. I suffer from it from time to time. But it was heightened by 
my accident, and now that today I officially got off the disabled list ...

You what? asked Jammy.

I got off the disabled list. I’m no longer getting special social benefits.

Are you crazy man? How are you gonna stay alive?

Flex looked back at the road so that Jammy would too, and when Jammy did then Flex answered: 
I got two jobs now Jammy, the one at the factory and the SUDS gig. That’s enough to keep me 
going.

You never know, said Jammy, keeping his eyes deliberately on the road now. You never know how 
the economy is gonna turn. Look what happened in Japan and Indonesia.

Japan and Indonesia are nothing to me Jammy. If I don’t have a job here then even if Japan and 
Indonesia are rich and well fed and happy it don’t make any difference. But I do have a job. I have 
two.

You have two McJobs and either of them could be cancelled in 2 seconds. SUDS is a crazy gig. It 
could fold tomorrow if bubbles go out of style. Your only real security is the wall painting job in 
the factory, that’s all you can really depend on.

Thanks Jammy, said Flex, now keeping his eyes on the road. I really am not as melancholic nor as 
paranoid as you might think. I appreciate your comments on my personality. Why not. I’m in the 
middle of messing around with it myself at the moment. I mean look, why do you think I went off 
the disabled list?

Why? asked Jammy, not worried that Flex was asking the question himself rhetorically.

Because I need to feel I’m a person just like any other person, not someone sick or somehow 
getting a special privilege.
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Yeah but if you are sick? Said Jammy, a little embarrassed it seemed that he had used the word 
>sick<.

Flex shrugged it off. OK, he said. I’m sick. But everybody is sick to some degree, it’s just that not 
everybody recognizes it. And even the people who recognize it, they don’t try and do anything 
about it. And some of them recognize they’re sick and say well, what the hell, let’s feed the 
sickness and see what happens. So, you see, I know that I’m not well, but I’m trying to rectify it.

Jammy drove in silence for a while contemplating his next statement. Yeah, he said finally, but 
what if it in your nature to be like that, in your genes or something, then you can’t change it.

Flex wanted to be sharp with Jammy at first but then he said, calmly: All this genetic shit is just 
that - shit. These guys are scraping the surface and have absolutely no idea of what’s really going 
on in the universe. You know that and so do I.

Yeah, said Jammy, you’re right. But you really think you can change yourself?

Hey, why not? Wake up every morning and do the happy mantra and...

What?! said Jammy almost swerving off to the left.

Flex started laughing. No no, I was just kidding, I wake up every morning and look at the sky just 
like I always do. It’s a habit. I wanta know if the sky is still there.

Jammy laughed now. You remember that Chicken Little story about the sky falling and all that? 
My brothers played a joke on me when I was a kid. They got me to go outside and then one of my 
brothers hid behind a bush and threw some dirt clods over it and one hit me on the head and I ran 
inside yelling the sky is falling the sky is falling and they had quite a giggle about it.

Flex said: Well, the sky really did fall on me once.

Jammy looked oddly at Flex, wondering if he was crazy or just continuing the joke.

Really, said Flex. I was an assistant grip at a film shoot once and the sky got loose from its 
moorings and fell down on me. It was quite heavy, made out of canvas and wood, but it just kind 
of hit me a glancing blow on the shoulder and then got jammed up against one of the pillars in the 
building. But it could have hurt me pretty bad if it had fallen with all its weight on me.

Jammy looked over at Flex and shook his head from side to side. You must be a magnet for bad 
luck Flex.

Bad luck? Hey, remember, it didn’t crush me.

Yeah, said Jammy with a big grin on his face as he hit the turn signal and began to slow down for 
the off-ramp, that’s what I mean.

*
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Flex and Jammy arrived at the farmhouse and went up into the loft to get the stuff they were 
supposed to pick up. Boxes of books, records, some sea chests, a leopard-skin couch - all stuff that 
an acquaintance of theirs, Nathan Marlow, was paying them to pick up and deliver to his new 
place of residence. Nathan and Jammy and Flex had once been on tour together. Nathan had a 
band and Jammy and Flex did roady duty for him. It was a six week tour in the summer and they’d 
gone through night clubs, concert halls big and small, and a new hotel almost every night, except 
of course when they were traveling between gigs at night because they had to play the next day, 
which wasn’t too often.

Nathan had made it, kind of. He didn’t have a major record deal but he was releasing two singles 
and an album each year for a relatively good independent label and was moving up in the world. 
His new apartment was on the top floor in a four story block, with, Jammy and Flex were thankful, 
an elevator. All they had to do was unload the van and stack the elevator full, push a button and 
then walk up the stairs and unload the elevator directly into Nathan’s apartment.

It was quite a nice place. It had a long hallway that led down to a room at the end, a room with a 
balcony. And the front room also had a balcony. It had five rooms in all and three of them were 
bigger than the room Flex lived in most of the time. He felt good in there and thought about 
himself in those surroundings.

Jammy must have been reading his mind because he said: Think of what you’d feel like if you had 
a place like this Flex? Wouldn’t it get rid of your melancholia for you?

You know, said Flex, hefting another carton of books onto his shoulder, I never have melancholia 
when I’m painting the wall at the factory. I just feel so happy and tranquil that I don’t even notice 
time passing. Sometimes I put in four hours at a stretch and then think, hey, I better take a break 
and eat something.

Jammy said: That’s how it is when I’m playing my bass. I could play on for hours and hours 
without stopping.

Well then, said Flex, maybe that’s what you should be doing in life, playing a bass guitar.

Yeah, said Jammy, but I’d be a starving bass player.

Maybe, said Flex, but you’d be so happy you wouldn’t notice you were starving.

And so it went for the rest of the afternoon, until the truck was unloaded and Nathan paid them off 
and they headed back to Jammy’s place where Flex would take a shower and Jammy too and then 
they’d go out to a slap-up dinner with Jammy’s girlfriend. Flex would have liked to have a girl 
with him too, but Milli was long gone and no knowing when she’d be back, and there was no one 
else on the horizon.

But at the table, after they sat down, he forgot about women and all his other cares while he 
enjoyed the meal he had worked so hard for that day



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 64



After the meal Jammy disappeared with his woman and Flex was left to walk home alone and 
contemplate his satisfied stomach. How long could this satisfaction last, he thought. And then 
caught himself in the middle of the thought. There you go, he said, see - looking for the end of the 
happiness instead of just being in it. And he laughed: It’s not always easy to steer your boat in 
mid-stream. But the fact that he had caught himself right in the middle of one of his negatives, that 
was a good sign. Maybe the winter would be cold, thought Flex, but it could well be one of the 
best winters he had ever experienced if he could go on catching his negatives before they had a 
chance to take over.

He looked at the bare winter landscape visible in the bright lighting on the street. No leaves on any 
of the trees, the streets covered with a fine film of snow dust, and the people, like Flex, all bundled 
up to the ears, happy, perhaps like he was, that it was so cold it couldn’t rain without turning into 
snow. That’s how it’s supposed to be in winter, isn’t it, thought Flex. And as gust of wind blew at 
him, he ducked his head slightly and strode into it fearlessly, on his way home.

FREE WHEEL

Flex had his radio on. It was time for FREE WHEEL, that program in English. Sometimes there 
were cool people being interviewed, sometimes the guy read from books, and in between he 
played records that Flex liked to listen to. He turned it up a bit louder so that he could hear the 
presenter...

“Welcome to the January 1999 edition of FREE WHEEL on FSK 93 FM broadcasting from the 
heart of Hansatown Hamburg. Tonight’s program will look into...”

What he liked about the program was that he could let it hum on in the background while he did 
something around the apartment. And he could listen to it as it unfolded. At the beginning it was 
always the Hello and the elucidation of the theme. Flex used to like hearing what the theme was 
and then seeing how the guy associated into and out of it. But lately he had opted for sitting in the 
kitchen, getting the tea ready first and then coming in after the theme had been announced and 
then trying to guess the theme and the resonances from the song titles and the excerpts that the 
guy read. 

It was fun.

Well, at least it was something for a Monday night - and it was thankfully in English. What the 
hell, it stimulated his mind. In fact one of his favorite programs had been the one where the guy 
opened with Knots from RD Laing. What was that program called?

It wasn’t important. The water was boiling now and his tea was already a deep brown. Flex put in 
the bag before it boiled so that it could draw into the water and he could toss the bag into the 
wastebasket before he went back into the livingroom. It saved him time.

Flex knew he was a slob. It came from living without a woman for years and years, living like 
someone who was never expecting guests and when guests turned up he excused the mess by 
saying he was in the middle of something. And of course he was always in the middle of 
something, everybody alive is in the middle of something, otherwise they aren’t alive.
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Flex was always full of truisms. He knew that in the end you could reduce everything down to 
some kind of a neat bundle of words that sounded good and kept ringing in your head. That’s what 
ad people did. They played with words to such an extent that they stretched credibility till it was 
thinner than the plastic foil you wrap your lettuce in. But that was their job, wasn’t it?

Flex entered the livingroom with a tray in his left hand. There was a large cup of brown tea on it, 
and a small plate with five chocolate cookies. In his right hand he carried a small bowl with dried 
fruit and rice. The announcer on the radio program was just finishing his ad, trying to get people to 
join as members, sponsors of the station.
“...And that is 434 324. 434 324, call become a member of the FSK community.
“And now, a little bit of music that has something to do with our theme for tonight.”

*

During the music part Flex put the tray on the table and the bowl on a felt coaster. He had gone 
down to a department store and bought himself a two square meter slab of felt, the thickest he 
could find, and he had then proceeded to cut coasters, all based on the size and shape of a beer 
coaster he had from a bar. Now he had a dozen dark green felt coasters at his disposal and he used 
them generously and often, sometimes having half a dozen of them strewn over the table top.

The music was coming to an end and he flipped on his computer. He had to fix a website for the 
SUDS people. They wanted to be up to date, and he was the guy. So he was going to do some 
HTML work and give them a couple of things to look at by the end of the week. Monday night is a 
good time to do shit like this, he thought. No place to go, everybody relaxing from the weekend. 
Yippee!

His screen jumped into life and the room got light and shadows from the screen while it went 
through its metamorphosis from glass and plastic to a weapon for potential communication.

A weapon, thought Flex. The computer is a weapon of communication. That’s pretty interesting. If 
it is a weapon then it’s one that cuts both ways. Incoming and outgoing. Email, he thought. It’s 
like mortar shells of communication. You get a shell, you load it with a message and then you fire 
it off and it explodes into the consciousness of the person at the other end.

But the Internet is different, thought Flex. The Internet is like a series of little traps and links into 
more traps - little communication traps. Read, read, read - everybody hangs out a shingle and 
hopes it’ll be looked at, understood and consumed.

The SUDS people too, thought Flex, and so there’s money in it for me. What a world, thought 
Flex.

The desktop was showing now and Flex had already tapped into the folder and program and file 
that he wanted. He went over to pick up his tray in order to have his cup of tea closer to the 
computer, but then the doorbell rang: Oh shit, thought Flex, who could that be? On a Monday 
night.

He put the tray back down and went into the hall and picked up the house phone.
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“Who?”  He had to ask a second time because of the squawk of the receiver. But then he 
understood who it was and he pressed the button to open the door and replaced the phone. He 
opened his own front door and went out into the stairwell. She came up with her head looking 
down at the steps and one hand on the railing. When she got to the landing she raised her head and 
Flex could see at once that she was in trouble.

“Doreen,” he said, “What’s wrong?”

He was too direct for her. She looked at him, stopped, and then tears started welling up into her 
eyes almost drowning the big brown irises.

“Oh Flex,”  and she fell the remaining two steps forward right into Flex’s arms until it was like a 
scene out of a movie and Flex felt doubly awkward because he could see the similarity and at the 
same time he knew that if Doreen had come crying to him then it must be serious.

Doreen was, well, a kind of cousin of his, technically, but they had only seen each other at family 
get-togethers once in a blue moon until she got married and moved into the city. She had married a 
foreign guy, nice enough for the little that Flex knew him, but after a kid and some running around 
on her with another woman, Doreen had decided she was finished with him and left him.

Why she had come to him now, Flex couldn’t understand.

He helped her out of her coat, hung it up, took her to the bathroom door and opened it for her, and 
then, after she went in and closed it behind her, he went into the kitchen to boil more water - this 
time for a whole pot of tea.

*

Face clean and reset into a good imitation of the beautiful face she normally wore, Doreen had 
already begun to explain to Flex what had happened.

“And then we got back together again. It happens, Flex. I didn’t want to, well, yes I did, but well, 
it happened and then I realized it wasn’t for me. His life is so different from mine. And anyway, he 
won’t go anywhere with me. He just wants me to stay at home while he runs around with all his 
friends. Well, I’m not like that.”

“Maybe it’s culture clash,” ventured Flex

“Culture, schmulture,” said Doreen. “He doesn’t want to be seen with me. That’s what it is.”

Flex, being on the outside, couldn’t possibly see what her old man had to complain about. She was 
a tantalizing bit of in-shape body and a very successful career woman. The guy must be crazy. Or 
he had something better in the works. Flex said that to Doreen in a nicer way.

“He always had girls, Flex, really, it never bothered me how many he had. It made him a better 
lover - at least at the beginning. He was giving me days and nights like I never had before. But 
then suddenly I was supposed to stay at home and wait for him to appear, service me, and then 
split for his date.”

Flex was a little embarrassed at her openness, but he understood that he was the only one she 
could probably talk to about it, so he let her go on.
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“I couldn’t put up with a life like that Flex, I’m not a, a, a… .”  Either she couldn’t or no longer 
wanted to find a comparison word. She broke down again and Flex poured her another cup of tea 
and pushed the box of tissues closer to her side of the table. She took the cue and pulled out a 
couple of tissues, blew her nose and then sipped her tea.

“But I’m here because I think, I think he saw me with my new boyfriend and ...”

“You have a new boyfriend?”  asked Flex, knowing of course now that she did, but asking the 
question anyway in order to give himself time to take it in. “Since when?”

“Oh, well, I’ve known him a long time, but we only decided recently that we really liked each 
other enough to be a couple - together. And now I’m afraid that José will get into one of his latin 
lover jealousy trips and ruin it all for me.”

“That’s why you were crying?”

“Yes,” she said, looking up with astonished eyes as if it hadn’t been obvious from the start.

“Oh. I thought...”

“What?” She was looking at him curiously, as if he had a few marbles missing.

“I thought you were crying because you just broke up with him again,”  said Flex, clearing the 
remaining confusion from his brain by biting into a chocolate chip cookie.

“No.”  Then a smile crossed her lips. Her eyes looked like the Doreen eyes he had always liked. 
“Maybe he was just surprised and speechless and that’s why he turned away like that and crossed 
the street.”

“Maybe he just noticed that the light had changed,” said Flex, trying to be helpful.

Doreen started giggling. It was a minor fit and of course a substitute for the crying she had been 
doing a few minutes earlier. Both the crying and the giggling were symptoms of her fear. Her fear 
at coming under some form of severe punishment from her ex, just because, five years after their 
divorce and over a year since they’d had any kind of real close contact, he sees her once on the 
street with a guy.

Flex tried to explain that to Doreen after the giggles were gone. He asker her if her ex had ever 
beaten her or threatened her or anything? No, never. And so?

After a while, Doreen calmed down and she ate a cookie. “Ah, you’re probably right Flex. He just 
saw the light change and crossed the street. Nothing else to it.”

Flex said: “Maybe you’re scared of yourself.”

“What?”  Doreen looked over at him, but Flex didn’t have to repeat what he’d said, she’d heard 
him loud and clear. “You mean afraid that it’s finally out in the public realm, right there where he 
can see it?”  Flex nodded. “Well, you could have something there Flex. I’ve been keeping it secret 
from him and from the kid, maybe it’s time to just come out and let the world know.”
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“If the world cares,” said Flex.

She looked at him and smiled. “Boy did I do the right thing to come to you tonight Flex, you have 
put some sense back into my head.”

Flex was so embarrassed that he felt like saying: Sorry about that, I didn’t mean to.

Doreen reached over and patted him on the back of the hand. “Why don’t YOU have a woman 
Flex? You’re so helpful to have around.”

Flex didn’t want to slide his hand away from under Doreen’s hand, but he was feeling very 
cramped by her at the moment. She took her hand away and sat back in her seat. “Gosh, all that 
crying has made me so terribly hungry. Have you had dinner already? Do you have anything in the 
fridge?”  And before Flex could answer she was up out of her chair and on her way into the kitchen 
with Flex a slow dark shadow in her wake.

*

Flex had spent years away from women because although he didn’t really look ugly, inside he felt 
like a peon. A peon is Mexican field worker of the lowest oder, who can’t do anything but work in 
the sun and gather the harvest of his master. From that harvest he got practically nothing, just 
enough for him to survive the work and winter until the next harvest came and then back to the 
hell of bent back and heat heat heat.

That’s how Flex felt inside. Like a peon, unworthy of earthly existence because he can’t free 
himself from the condition of servitude. He felt puny and powerless and he knew that if it wasn’t 
for his lassitude, his basic laziness, he would have been prime revolutionary material. In fact he 
had stoked a few fires in his day, but never could get excited about all that activity. And he was 
alone more than other people and that put him apart immediately. People liked him OK, but he 
didn’t fit tightly into any groups. This seemed to be benefitting him materially now, but still, 
Doreen’s question rang on in his head. Why didn’t Flex have a woman?

Doreen came in and put a steaming plate of rice and oysters on four felt coasters arranged in a row 
in the center of the table. “You see Flex, you can make a healthy and satisfying meal out of 
anything at all. A can of oysters and some rice, a couple of spices and voilá, you have Paella.” 
Doreen had told Flex in the kitchen that he needed to put on some weight again. He was 
disappearing into the blackness of his shirt, she said.

“If you had a woman then maybe you’d eat regularly and look like somebody healthy.”

“Before my accident,”  he said, and then stopped himself. He was off disability now, he wanted to 
forget the accident and talk about Doreen and not himself. “I used to be pretty fat once. I was way 
overweight, and I started running. I ran the mile in over eleven minutes when I started the training 
and came down to about seven minutes by the time I stopped. It was fun to run, but there was one 
guy who was totally obsessed: Running saved my life! Running saved my life! He said to me. I 
can believe it. Running can save your life. But it wasn’t the thing for me. I ride my bike. I walk. 
That’s enough. Maybe I should live in the country though, I’ve heard people live longer out there. 
But I’d die of boredom I think, unless I had someone with me that I loved more than anything or 
anybody in the whole world.”
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Doreen was eating calmly with chopsticks from her bowl of oyster Paella and watching Flex with 
wide eyes. She opened and them wider and looked at Flex and then said: “Do you have any soya 
sauce? It just needs a little bit of soya sauce to brighten it up a little, you understand?”

Flex got up and went toward the kitchen. There was some soya at the back of the cupboard but he 
didn’t know if it was still edible. That stuff lasts for centuries, he thought as he walked to the 
kitchen.

When he got back Doreen shook the bottle upside down until a few drops landed in her palm, she 
sniffed them, dipped her finger in the black puddle and tasted it and then said: “It's OK,”  and 
squirted a whole rain of drops onto her rice until it looked like rice and coal. But then she mixed 
the rice up with her chopsticks and the drops spread and the rice became an even brown color. 
“Mmmmm,”  she said after the first tentative mouthful. “That’s just what it needed. So, now, go on. 
You were telling me why you don’t have a woman living with you here. It’s big enough.”

“For two?” questioned Flex, knowing that was exactly what she meant. “Well, I never, I never 
thought it could be comfortable here, a woman needs …”

“A woman needs a place to lay her weary body down at night and a man to care for,”  said Doreen. 
“And a man who cares for her.”

“Yeah,”  said Flex, I can understand that coming from you. You have a high-powered career, you 
will never ache for money, and you can do whatever you like, within limits. Any man would be 
happy to be with you.”

“Except José,” she said coldly.

“He must be crazy. But that doesn’t matter. I can’t have a woman because I feel, I feel, like a 
Peon.”

There was silence for a moment and then Doreen, with her eyes very quizzical and her chopsticks 
halfway to her mouth, said: Does that mean you’re a pervert?

This time it was Flex who looked quizzical. “Me? A pervert? What do you mean?”

Doreen looked away for a second in embarrassment and some rice fell back into the bowl. She 
popped the oyster trapped by her sticks into her mouth before she said: I mean, if you like people 
to pee on you, or to pee on people, I don’t know what the term is, I’m not familiar with it. I just 
know sadist and masochist and that but …”

Flex stopped her. Peon. Peon is a Mexican fieldhand, a slave, somebody who has absolutely no 
say in what he does with his life. Nothing. He works to survive and he survives just enough to 
work another day. When he’s no longer needed, he’s discarded. Trashcan. Thank you. Next 
please.”

Doreen’s eyes had grown softer while Flex talked. “You need help Flex.”

Flex nodded. “Professional help,” he said.
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“Pshaw,”  squealed Doreen. “You need to get laid, get back into the swing of things and find out 
you’re a human being. It did wonders for me. I felt like a new woman after I finally took the 
plunge.”

“But you like the guy don’t you?”

“I love him Flex.” Suddenly she had become serious, as if he had tread on her soul.

“Well you see,”  said Flex, “then the answer to your question is plain for you to see. Nobody loves 
me.”

Doreen looked at him for a long time and Flex, though startled about what he had just said about 
himself, felt it somehow to be true in a modified form and he wanted to modify it a little when 
Doreen said: “Well, do you love anybody?”

Flex knew the answer to that and it grew broader and broader inside his head until it took over all 
parts of his brain and then worked its way down into his organs and into his bloodstream. He 
started to blush.

Doreen smiled: “You look like a tomato Flex. Well, are you going to answer me or not?”

*

Flex could feel his redness recede slowly, as if a sudden jet of heat had been turned down. The 
skinscape around his ears and cheeks felt suddenly cooler.

“Yes,”  said Flex, “Yes, I am in love. But it’s such a hopeless love that it isn’t even worth talking 
about. It’s unrealistic, it won’t happen and if it did I’d get laughed off the map.”

Doreen had polished off two bowlfulls of rice and all the oysters that Flex didn’t want, which was 
all but five of them. She had found the bottle of Grappa that Jammy had brought him from Italy as 
a present and she had opened it and poured herself a shot glass full that she drank down in a hurry, 
and then a second shot glass full that she was still lingering over. She held the little glass up to her 
nose and smelled the oily fumes. “Does she know you love her?”

Flex blinked. He wasn’t waiting for the question. “Uh, I don’t know. Maybe. Maybe not. My 
behavior must have given me away. What I said to her.”

“But you didn’t say: I love you, like in the movies?” she asked.

Flex shook his head from side to side. He was telling her more than he wanted to. “Forget it,”  he 
said. “It’s not important.”

“It’s the most important thing in life Flex. If you can’t be with the one you love then love the one 
you’re with. It’s in the song, it must be true.”

Flex knew that Doreen didn’t mean she was going to sleep with him just because he was there. In 
fact, after her pithy little song lyrics she downed the grappa and smacked her lips in obvious 
pleasure at the way the liquid burned the inside of her mouth, and got up.
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“You’ve really been a help Flex. Thanks. I guess I was just stressed out because of the pressure of 
the season and everything. Are you going away?”

“Nowhere to go.”

“Aw Flex,”  she said as she slipped on her coat. When she turned, she gave him a small kiss on the 
cheek. “Don’t tell her you love her Flex, show her, that’s the best way.”

She blew him another kiss as she went back down the stairs and only after he heard the street door 
slam did he close his own door again.

He felt a little better for telling Doreen, but he knew in reality he didn’t stand a chance - not with 
Doreen, who he wasn’t interested in, but in - her - he couldn’t even bring himself to utter her 
name.

He cleared away the plates and washed everything and then, after he had the plates and the cutlery 
drying, he went and turned on his computer for the second time that evening, having turned it off a 
few minutes after Doreen arrived. He was determined to do SOME HTML work done tonight.

He turned up the radio again thinking: Maybe FREE WHEEL is still on.

“…Yes, that’s right, you are listening to FSK 93 FM on your radio dial, 101.4 on cable and this is 
FREE WHEEL.

Did you know that there is a SUDS special on Thursday the 14th of January? Yes two hours of 
SUDS, the ultimate soap opera for your listening pleasure… but right now sit back and tune your 
brain into this:

*

Flex had finished most of the HTML programming for the website page by the time the phone 
rang. He turned down the radio until it was a whisper in the background and answered the 
demands of the plastic and wire beast.

“Doreen!” Flex was surprised to hear from her so quickly.

“I spoke with my boyfriend,”  she said quite calmly, “and he thinks like you. José just wanted to 
catch his walk sign when it turned green and that was it. He is not scared at all. And he shouldn’t 
be, as my new boyfriend and all, should he?”

Flex didn’t know what he should say to that but he kind of nodded, which she couldn’t see, and 
then said: Ummm, which he hoped was neutral enough and yet somehow encouraging.

Doreen didn’t need much encouragement to continue. “Anyway, my boyfriend said that he would 
stick by me in thick and thin and really that’s all I need. That bastard José only wanted the thick 
stuff. I mean, he ... well, forget him, Flex, why can’t I just forget him, Flex?

Flex said: “Maybe you will. It’ll just take some time, that’s all. You’re still young. By the time 
you’re fifty you won’t even remember his name.”
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“Yeah, I guess you’re right.”  Doreen let out a big sigh and then said: “Anyway, I just wanted to let 
you know, and thanks once again for being so helpful.”

“Anytime,” said Flex.

She hung up and he put down his receiver and then turned to his screen. The top half of the 
website page was looking very good indeed. The links were in place, and the big header with the 
company logo: a classic bubble with SUDS in great big see-through capitals stretching across the 
filmy soap equator of the bubble, all colors of the rainbow reflecting from the bubble and from the 
letters of the name.

They’re gonna like the page, he thought. But they’ll be even happier if anybody bothers to hit the 
site. And then he started on the hit counter for the page.

Meanwhile, in the background FREE WHEEL was still on and he turned it up for a moment to 
find out what was happening. Maybe he’d still have a chance to catch what the theme was for 
tonight.

*

Flex had successfully put the hit counter into the page and was feeling quite satisfied with himself 
when a second phone call cut into his evening.

This time it was Lars Johannsen. He was a Norwegian guy who worked for Nasty. Flex didn’t 
necessarily want to speak to him but… “What can I do you for Lars?” he asked.

Lars said he was calling from his mobile phone and was in the neighborhood and would like to 
drop in and see him.

“It’s late Lars, and I’m busy.”  But there was no stopping him really and so, after a couple of 
minutes went by Flex heard the doorbell ring and went pressed the buzzer to let Lars in without 
picking up the house phone.

Lars was typically Norwegian in build, well over six feet tall and big boned, with sandy brown-
blond hair. His eyes were blue but they always had a staring quality to them that Flex knew was 
due to the drugs that Lars was continually ingesting. His father had been a pharmacist in Oslo and 
he knew what each drug could and couldn’t do for him. In fact, he was Nasty’s main advisor when 
it came to pharmaceuticals.

“Flex,”  said Lars in his quiet way, never seeming to blink while he talked, “Nasty is unhappy that 
you don’t call him, don’t come to see him, what’s wrong, don’t you like him anymore?”

Lars was so big in the chair that it seemed as if the chair belonged in a dollhouse. “No, no Lars, 
Nasty is a fine guy, you know I think so. Just that there’s a lot for me to do these days and my time 
has been a bit tight.”

Lars smiled and said: “That’s OK. Nasty asked me to give you a little job to do for him. It pays 
five hundred.”  He looked over at Flex with those huge staring blue eyes and a small smile playing 
on his thin lips. “You wanna take it?”

Flex knew that this was a turning point for him: “What’s the job?”
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“Transportation,” said Lars deadpan.

“Oh,”  smiled Flex, “I hurt my ribs last week pretty bad and won’t be able to carry stuff for another 
month at least, doctor said I should …”

“Ain’t nothing so heavy for you to carry. Just take a package to a man in another city and come 
back with whatever he gives you.”  Lars deadpanned it again. He was watching Flex closely and 
Flex could feel himself beginning to squirm.

Flex looked down at his feet and then up at the ceiling and then directly into those deadpan eyes: 
“Sorry Lars, you’ll have to tell Nasty that I can’t do it. No time and,”  he tried to put on a brave 
face, “no inclination.”

Lars sat there silent for a full minute still studying Flex, then he reached over slowly and put two 
fingers into a small side pocket in his leather jacket and took out a plastic pill case, thumbed open 
the top and let two green and white capsules roll into his palm. He popped the capsules quickly 
into his mouth and then re-closed the container and put it back in his pocket. “It’s too bad.”  He 
looked at Flex and then stood up. “You coulda made some money.”  He walked out without saying 
goodbye, closing the door behind him.

Flex had been courageous. He could feel it. But at the same time he could feel a sickening nausea 
in his gut. If Lars came again it would probably be to beat Flex to a pulp for not cooperating. Flex 
felt sick. What could he do? Well, he knew that he wasn’t interested in doing anything for Nasty 
any more and so he wouldn’t. Not even if Lars came to convince him.

Feeling better now that Lars hadn’t immediately reappeared to chastise him for his lack of 
cooperation, Flex stood up and looked out the window. There was hardly any traffic on the street. 
All was dark and quiet. Lars was long gone.

Hey, said Flex to himself, if I don’t say No now then when? And anyway, there are a million 
suckers out there who’ll willingly play mule for Nasty. why does he want me? No. No more work 
for him, and no more contact - not from my side, thought Flex. Beat me or cut me or kill me, I’m 
finished being a slave for Nasty and his crumbs.

All this made him feel good for about five minutes, but when he sat down again at the computer 
and tried to get back to work, he found his hands just couldn’t find the right keys, so he gave it up, 
saved what he had done so far and turned the computer off.

Way down in the background he could still hear FREE WHEEL continuing on FSK. He turned it 
up and thought: I’ll just catch the rest and then head for bed. This has been a long night.

“And then Croesus the King of the Lydians said to himself: If I have all the riches of the world and 
not all the power, what’s it worth? I’ll expand my interests. But a wise counsellor of his said to 
him: Croeses, these people know nothing of our rich food, our luxurious style of living, our arts 
and crafts - they are simple and rude people who live on dried fruit and goats milk. Leave them be 
and they won’t bother us either.

But Croesus replied: Goatherds and camel drivers? They would look good in my portfolio, and so 
he attacked.
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And so began the Persian wars and the conquest of Greece by the Persians and then the 
reconquest by Alexander and then ... history to our present day.

You’ve been listening to FREE WHEEL on FSK 93 FM, 101.4 on Cable. The theme this time 
around was:

Flex was already on his way to the bathroom to brush his teeth and get ready for bed, but the radio 
in the livingroom kept on....

Remember that FREE WHEEL comes to you every first Monday evening of the month, and on 
every second Thursday afternoon, this time the 14th of January, starting at two PM and running 
through until four. The afternoon rebroadcast of FREE WHEEL will feature two hours of SUDS, 
the ultimate soap opera. Don’t miss it. 

Talk to you later.

WHAAAT?

It was Saturday night and Flex had been invited to a party at an American friend’s house out in the 
suburbs, on the other side of the lake, about a 20 minute drive if you had a car. Flex didn’t have 
one but he got out there by train and then by bus and it took him just under an hour because just as 
he arrived at the bus stop the bus pulled away from the curb and he had to wait another 20 minutes 
for the next bus to come. He was sure the driver had seen him coming. After all, the train had just 
disgorged its five or six passengers and he had come up the steps from the station and was walking 
in the direction of the bus stop and wasn’t more than fifteen or twenty steps away when suddenly 
the doors closed and the yellow blinker went on and the bus pulled away.

He cursed the driver and then settled down to wait under the roof of the bus shelter. It was 
drizzling an icy rain that didn’t stick as snow but still made the night cold and wet and 
uncomfortable. Most of the twenty minutes he spent stamping his feet and clapping his gloved 
hands to keep himself warm. Every once in a while he checked the bottle of wine he carried with 
him in the bag to see if it was maybe freezing up. But it wasn’t. Probably it needed to be twenty or 
thirty below zero before wine would freeze. He didn’t know exactly, and to tell the truth he didn’t 
care, but it gave him something to do while he was waiting.

Finally the bus arrived, but it stopped twenty meters away, let out some passengers, and then 
stayed there while the driver turned off the lights and lit up a cigarette. There he is, thought Flex, 
sitting in his nice warm bus smoking a cigarette while I wait here in the icy cold. Bus drivers have 
no sense of humanity. 

But then the cigarette break ended and the bus pulled up with open doors, either trying to clear out 
the remnants of the tobacco smoke, or making sure that when Flex got on the temperature inside 
would be closer to the temperature outside. The driver had a heater under his seat. He could care 
less. Flex showed him his pass and went back to settle into one of the seats. He suspected it was 
the same driver who had left him standing there 20 minutes before. This was a peripheral route, 
there weren’t many passengers, especially not outward bound on a Saturday night, and so there 
was probably just one bus doing a round trip until the last round ended just before midnight.

He’d have to find someone to ride back with thought Flex. But there was always somebody going 
back toward town, that wouldn’t be a problem.
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Eventually the engine grumbled into diesel life and the doors closed and they trundled along at the 
even pace necessary for the driver to hit the various bus stops along the way at exactly the right 
time. Nobody got on or off during the whole time Flex was on the bus, and finally, when Flex did 
get off, he felt that he had landed in the middle of a deserted neighborhood. There were only 
houses here, well back from the street behind front gardens full of indecipherable black trees and 
bushes, a light or two framing a front door or shining on a driveway, but otherwise deserted, no 
sign of life behind the curtained and shuttered windows - until he arrived at number 72. Not only 
was there plenty of light flooding out from around the side of the house, but the curtains were 
pulled back and you could see a crowd of people through the big picture window, and you could 
hear throbbing 1960s music leaking out into the street.

Flex smiled. This is the place. He walked up the drive and two floodlights sprang into life 
illuminating him and the stone path that led to the front door. He rang the bell but there was no 
replay. The music must be too loud, he thought. He took hold of the lion’s head that was really a 
brass door knocker and let it bang against the brass base three times as hard as he could.

The door flew open swiftly and a giant of a man in farmer’s jeans and a head of bushy brown hair 
stood in front of him.

“Hi,” said Flex. “Is this Roberta’s place?”

The huge man scowled down at him blocking the entrance. “In a harsh midwestern twang that fit 
his farmer boy jeans and his giant frame he asked: “Are you German?”

“No,” said Flex. “I’m American.”

The scowling giant transformed himself into a friendly smiling giant and stepped aside, at the 
same time saying: “Well then, welcome, welcome, come right in. Roberta’s in the kitchen. I’m 
sure she’ll be very happy to see you.”

*

Flex pushed his way down the hall, past the livingroom into the kitchen through a crowd of 
smiling babbling people. The music was so loud in the house that they were all practically yelling 
back and forth at each other. There seemed to be loudspeakers everywhere.

When he got to the kitchen he looked around and finally was able to spot Roberta back near the 
huge American-style refrigerator talking to some people that Flex didn’t know. As he came up to 
her she recognized him and put her arms around him and hugged him: I’m so glad you could make 
it Flex.”  It was obvious that she was a little drunk already. Her bright blue eyes were sparkling and 
her perfect white teeth were all showing because her grin was so wide. “Sure are a a lot of people 
here,”  said Flex, raising his voice to make sure he could be heard above the music. “Where’s 
Hans?”  Roberta’s grin froze and the two people who stood there next to her looked at Flex as if he 
were a lizard. “Hans is away on a business trip,”  she said. The tall thin man with the wine glass in 
his hand looked at Flex and spat out: “And he wouldn’t be allowed in even if hew was in town.”

Flex was a bit confused. “I’m sorry,” he said. “Are you and him having problems?”

Roberta laughed and her grin returned. “No Flex, no problems.”
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The dishwater blond with a bottle of Bud in her fist standing next to the tall guy said: “Didn’t she 
tellya? This is a No Germans Party.”

“Whaaat?” said Flex.

“A No Germans Party,” echoed the tall guy with a scowl. “You ain’t a squarehead are you?”

“No,” said Roberta, “Flex is 100 percent all-American boy, aren’t you Flex?”

Flex was a bit surprised and couldn’t really answer her but it seemed to be enough of a pedigree 
for the blond and the tall guy and both of them smiled at him again before they sipped at their 
drinks. “Go put your coat in the guest room and grab yourself something to drink and something 
to eat. I’m sure there are some people here you know.”  Roberta took the bottle of wine Flex had 
brought and put it into the fridge alongside another half dozen bottles of various shapes and 
colors. The tall guy with the wine glass in his hand separated himself from Roberta and the 
dishwater blond and took Flex by the arm.

“C’mon, I’ll show you around.”  He led Flex out of the kitchen into a small room at the back where 
the noise was less intense and Flex was able to take off his coat and drape it across a pile of other 
coats that obscured what he imagined was a guest bed of some kind. “Tim Tucker’s the name, 
who’re you?” Flex took the proffered hand and shook it saying: “Flex.”

“You been in Gerry-Land a long time Flex?”

“Yeah,” answered Flex. “Sometimes I think for too long.”

Tim Tucker laughed, “Well then this is the party for you.”

Flex had a vague idea of what was happening but he couldn’t really believe it. “Is this an anti-
German party or something like that?” he asked Tim.

“It ain’t exactly anti-German Flex, it a No German Party. No Germans allowed into the house, no 
German music allowed, no German speaking - anybody who uses a German word either on 
purpose or by mistake has to put money into the bad word bowl in the center of livingroom and 
everybody gets to see you do it and then they boo ya.” Tim was laughing. “You get it?”

“Isn’t it a bit. Well, like prejudicial to be banning Germans and stuff like that?”  asked Flex rather 
innocently.

Tim got very serious and looked back at Flex with angry eyes. “Once a year Flex, once a year 
someone in the non-German community has one of these parties and it’s the only time in the year 
when we are 100 percent German-free. No anally fixated kraut squareheads to spoil the fun and 
games, man, and I can tell you its fun and it’s therapeutic beyond belief. Don’t you ever get sick 
and tired of all the squareheaded nonsense that Germans throw up at you all the time?”

Flex thought about the bus driver: “Yeah, sure I do but…”
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“And don’t you ever wish that these tight-assed mothers could just learn to relax a little and let 
themselves be human instead of robot rule-makers and order-followers? I work with these people 
five days a week, and on the weekends I sometimes go for walks with them or go to their parties 
and I’m really happy on this one day every year to be able to talk with non-Germans about how 
insane these up-tight bastards really are.”

“But why do you stay here then? Why don’t you just go back to America? Or move to France? Or 
something.”  Flex felt he understood what Tim was getting at, but he wasn’t sure if he could let 
himself slide into the emotional heat he could feel welling up inside him as Tim outlined more and 
more of the annoying characteristics of the people he had chosen to live among.

Tim pushed Flex out of the room and led him upstairs. The music was loud but it was competing 
with the music and sound effects from films on the TV sets in the various bedrooms upstairs. Tim 
took him into the first room near the top of the stairs. People were sitting on the floor, on the big 
double bed, on chairs and their eyes were glued to a mega-screen TV. There, in full color on top a 
burning tank was Audy Murphy in his screen recreation of his Medal of Honor feats during World 
War 2, at the trigger of the tank’s machinegun, mowing down German after German, the 
explosions all around him, his wounded leg painless in the adrenalin excitement of his murderous 
binge for the sake of democracy and the free world. The music went up as the sounds of war 
receded and a fade-in of Audy receiving the congressional medal of honor from the President of 
the United States. Everybody in the room clapped and cheered as Audy faded away and the lights 
went on.

“Hey, let’s watch it again,”  said someone with a slight southern twang. “No, enough of how the 
Yanks won the war, now it’s time for Dam-Busters,” said a British voice.

Tim pulled Flex out of the room and pushed him into the next one where more people were draped 
across twin beds and on pillows on the floor watching simultaneous action on two TV screens, one 
an old Star-Trek episode where the heroes have popped back into the time of the Nazi terror and 
another a Mission Impossible episode where the uniforms and flags were as close as possible to 
the colors and styles of that bygone era, and the accents of the bad guys were unmistakably 
Hollywood German.

Flex went back out into the hall with Tim. “Once a year Flex. It’s a necessary exercize to exorcize 
the deutsche devils that creep into your system while you’re here. You don’t even notice it but I 
bet it’s already happened to you. You see somebody walk through a red light and you tighten up 
inside because you want to tell them they’re doing something wrong? That’s German Flex. You go 
visit a buddy with a German girlfriend and you want to go take a pee and the girlfriend comes to 
you before you open the toilet door and says: ‘Could you please sit down instead of standing up?’ 
That kind of shit only happens in Germany Flex.”  Tim stuck his nose into Flex’s ear and laughed: 
“You know what? If a Gerry woman asks me to sit down when I pee, you know what I do? I pee 
on as much of the rim and the seat as I can, and sometimes on the floor around the bowl. Just for 
fun.” Then he laughed again.

Flex wasn’t laughing along with him but he certainly was beginning to feel a certain vicarious 
pleasure from what Tim was telling him. This was the first time in his many years in Germany that 
he had been at any kind of function that was totally German-free. The atmosphere was electric and 
he did feel looser and more relaxed. Maybe it wasn’t such a bad idea after all, once a year, to have 
a No Germans Party. But he couldn’t bring himself to be as totally anti-German as Tim. Sure, 
there was plenty to complain about, but there was something to complain about in every country 
in the world and about each and every people in the world - the cultural differences made it 
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possible. But he knew the argument would make no impression on Tim Tucker and people like 
him. They were bathing in the blood lust and enjoying their bath. Even Flex was getting pleasure 
from the splashes of blood landing on him. It was hard not to acknowledge the frustration of living 
in a society dominated by rules and bureaucrats and people who could only show emotion after 
they had tanked up on beer or hard corn liquor.

“But Roberta’s married to a German,” said Flex.

“So am I Flex, so am I,”  and don’t you think it gives me the utmost pleasure to be able to tell her 
she’s gotta stay home and take care of the kids because I’m going to the annual No Germans 
Party? You know what? She’s tolerant! She says: Have fun dear and kisses me when I go out the 
door. Don’t drink too much and take a taxi home if you can’t drive. Man, I make it a rule to drink 
as much as possible and crash the car on the way home every year. Really! I hate that dumb 
German tolerance, it makes me sick.”

Jammy passed by and saw Flex and said: “Hey Flex, quite a party isn’t it?”

Tim clapped Flex on the back and went away. Leaving him with Jammy. “Yeah,” said Flex, “quite 
a weird party. You ever been to one of these things before?”

Jammy smiled: “Take it easy man, it’s just a bit of letting the steam out. Yeah I was at the one last 
year at McGillicutty’s place. You know him? A mad Scotsman from Dundee or someplace like 
that. He had straw effigies of German soldiers and Hitler and other German politicians strung up 
on poles or hangin’ from branches of trees at strategic places in his back yard and at midnight they 
were all set on fire.”

“Holy shit. Isn’t that taking it a bit too far?”

Jammy laughed: “McGillicutty is a crazy man anyway even when he’s not Gerry-bashing or 
Gerry-burning. He raises pit bulls and some people tell me he organizes underground pit bull 
fights. Not a very savory character.”

“But you aren’t that anti-German are you? You have a German girlfriend.”

“Well,”  said Flex. “I don’t really dislike the Germans, I mean I got a little German blood in me too 
- which these people don’t know about - but it’s good therapy for me. Just the other day I had to 
go down to some office or other in the city and I had to register my new address and I didn’t have 
a rubberstamp or a signature from my landlord so they wouldn’t let me register. You need a 
rubberstamp and signature for everything you do in this bloody country. That’s why we were able 
to uncover the horror of the holocaust Flex, everyone they gassed had to have a rubberstamp and a 
signature first or afterwards and every order to kill or shoot or torture had a rubberstamp and a 
signature. These people are obsessed by rubberstamps and signatures.”

Flex shook his head from side to side in amazement. He could understand perfectly what Jammy 
was saying.

“And you know what Flex?”  Jammy said. “Blind allegiance to orders and rules along with 
rubberstamps and signatures are going to make sure that these people keep going round and round 
and round repeating their stupidity generation after generation. I just hope I’m not around to 
witness the next time it happens. Any group of people that need so many rules and regulations 
must be a group of mad-people.”
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Flex was astonished to hear Jammy speak like that, but again a deep feeling of understanding 
coursed through him like electricity. He knew it was unfair to generalize about a whole country of 
people, many of whom he loved and enjoyed working with, and yet he also knew the truth of the 
remarks he had been hearing from Tim and Jammy, and he could understand why the house was 
full and why the videos were running and why the people were participating in this orgy of 
German-hating.

“Come on, Flex,”  said Jammy, “Let’s go down into the cellar, there’s a guy down there giving a 
slide show about the holocaust. It’ll open your eyes a little and make you understand why this is 
real good therapy for us all.”

*

Flex got a ride back to town after the party with Jammy. They sat quiet in the car, each of them 
deep into their own thoughts. Flex had been strongly effected by the slide show. The death camps 
in their stark efficient rows were shown in old black and white photographs, the bunk beds in the 
huts filled with emaciated men in uniform with yellow six-pointed stars over their hearts, their hair 
shorn, their eyes wide with the knowledge of death and hunger and the immeasurable pain that 
was and was still to come. And then the piles of naked bodies in mass graves, the bulldozers at the 
ready, waiting to cover them up, and then the German soldiers in uniform next to the gallows 
where lifeless victims hung from ropes, executed for the crime of belonging to another race, 
another religion or just another frame of mind. It was so horrible that Flex knew he would have 
bad dreams about it that night.

“Jammy?”  His voice sounded so loud now in the silence of the car after the racket at the party. 
Jammy looked over at him. “But we - I mean all of us at the party were doing the same thing, 
weren’t we?”

“What same thing?” asked Jammy.

“The same as those Germans did before, during the holocaust. We were all just condemning them 
for nothing other than because they’re Germans. No individual evaluation, just mass 
condemnation. It was as if - if we had the chance we’d drive them all to the gas chambers just for 
being German, hang them just for being German, surely it’s exactly the same thing?”

Jammy looked over at him. Then he looked back at the road and drove on in silence for a while. 
“Would you ever follow anybody’s order to do things like that?”

“No way,”  said Flex. “If anybody tried to order me to do things like that I’d take down as many of 
the order-givers as possible before they took me down.”

“Yeah,”  said Jammy. “Me too.”  Then he looked over at Flex once more and said: “That’s 
difference between us and them Flex. That’s exactly the difference.”

The rest of the journey home was spent in silence, just the streetlamps and the headlights and 
taillights of the other cars passing and drifting away into the night.

Jammy waved at Flex as he pulled away after dropping him off.
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Flex unlocked the door of his apartment and went in. He felt strangely relieved and purged of 
something and yet also guilty. Somehow he had been able to understand that it was necessary to 
get rid of his bile, but he felt uncomfortable about the whole evening. It was dangerously close to 
reenforcing the evil it was trying to condemn in the Germans. Maybe it was a necessary release, 
but it was a dangerous kind of release, like steam jetting out of a tiny hole, if you got to close to it, 
it could burn you severely, and yet if it wasn’t allowed out it would build up into an explosion that 
couldn’t be contained.

He took a shower to wash away the smoke and dirt that had accumulated on him during the party 
and then he went to bed and for a long time he lay there in the darkness staring up at the ceiling, 
hearing Tim Tucker’s complaints and seeing again in his mind the horrible pictures of those 
emaciated bodies of the holocaust until somehow the words and the pictures merged in his brain 
and a confused jumble of words and pictures followed him into a disturbing sleep.

HARD ’N HEAVY

Flex was going through some major changes. They were, however, very interesting changes, and, 
all in all when he weighed them up, they were positive changes. So that made him feel good.

After the no Germans party last month he had looked at the world around him in a different way, 
tried somehow to see where and how he fit into it, and had decided that he did fit in, right into the 
middle of it, next to the normal and the abnormal, just another element in the whole table of 
elements, another link in the chain, a little piece of the grand mosaic - all those integrating things - 
and yet still an individual with his own life to live as well as he could.

And - amazingly enough - he discovered that although he was well down the road toward living a 
life alone, he needn’t be excluded from the possibility of falling in love nor - also - of being loved 
by someone. It was a revelation to him because after the series of unhappy women that had passed 
through his life and made his life unhappy along with them, he saw the possibility of emerging 
from it all as a happy person after all. Not that he could count on happiness 100 percent of the 
time - who could? - but that at least his life would have a content of happiness that would 
outweigh the content of unhappiness - and that was in itself a triumph, of sorts.

But before drawing any final conclusions he still had a lot of living to do, and in the end, only 
after he had lived his life would he be able to know if he had lived a happy life or not.

You gotta live it down to the wire, he thought to himself. Only then can you see it in perspective.

Yeah, well, one of the people that had helped him get a little perspective into his life was going to 
come around at seven and he would be going out to a concert with her at eight, and then, 
afterwards, they would go and get something to eat and talk talk talk.

That’s what they did mostly. No tears, no fears, but plenty of talk. And through the rushing stream 
of words he could focus on his life and see it in such a way that he could then live it more 
intensively after the stream of words had flowed past.
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One of the major things that had changed from this word exchange was the way he had begun to 
regard his banal daily life - the wall painting, the job at SUDS, the computer jobs he did from time 
to time. These things were no longer just drudge work he had to do in order to survive, he saw 
them as integral parts of his life, integrated though his own personality - they were him and his 
expression of life. He wasn’t just a slave - he could stop doing them if he wanted and do 
something else - but he didn’t want to stop. He wanted to do what he was doing because it was 
part of himself, an expression of Flex the person.

Maybe it didn’t sound so earth-shattering to anyone else, but for Flex it was a huge leap forward 
in the way he regarded himself. No longer was he a loser in his own eyes - he was a winner - a 
winner because he did what he wanted to do and found what he did was OK.

The woman he was going to the concert with tonight was called Serena. She was his talking 
partner - that’s the way he regarded her. And the wonderful thing about her was that she never 
tried to sell him anything, never put him under any pressure to do anything for her, and just let him 
be. She liked him for the person he was and not the person he might one day be.

This was such a change for him that he immediately opened up to her, poured out his story and let 
her story into him. It was as if he had suddenly, after decades of wandering in the desert, stumbled 
across an oasis - no not an oasis, a lake with a vast expanse of fresh life-giving water that he could 
drink, swim in, and sail on. The banks of the lake were rich in trees from which hung the most 
nourishing fruits in the world and all he had to do was pluck one when he wanted to eat.

Garden of Paradise? Well, that’s the way he thought about it once - I’ve found the gate to the 
garden and I’m in it again! I’ve made my way back into the garden!

*

After the concert - 20th century classical music that needed lots of concentration - Serena and Flex 
went to the a restaurant where they could be alone among the crowd of people and talk.

After they had ordered some food and the drinks had arrived, Serena opened up the conversation 
with: I got the job Flex. I got the job!

Oh, said Flex, so that was the good news you were talking about when you called me last night. 
Where? What? Who? Tell me all about it.

Serena was a bright eyed lady in her early thirties and there was a positive lilt to her voice that 
made everything she said sound fresh and new - at least to Flex it sounded fresh and new.

Well, first of all at the interview - she began

Wait, said Flex, tell me what you got first!

No, she said with a smile, I want to tell you about the interview first and then about the job.

OK OK, said Flex. Tell!
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Well, when I arrived for my appointment there was a guy waiting in the little room you always 
have to wait in already, fidgeting with his tie and and pulling at his sleeves, and shifting around in 
his chair all the time. When I came in he looked up at me and said that he had been there for half 
an hour and couldn’t understand what was taking so long. I asked him when his appointment was 
and he said for three-thirty. Mine was for three and it was about five minutes to three, so I thought 
maybe he should have checked his watch, but I didn’t say anything. I just looked through one of 
the magazines - but this guy needed to talk and he started telling me about where he had worked 
before and how he knew Doctor so and so and how he had been recommended by Doctor 
whatshisname and all the experience he had, and how certain he was that the man who was to 
interview us would recognize a good candidate when he saw one and so on and so forth until 
around five past three when the secretary stuck her head into the room and looked at me and asked 
me if I would please come with her.

I can tell you that the guy in the chair looked like he was about to have an anxiety attack, all red 
around the ears and pushing his finger in underneath the collar of his shirt - Anyway, you know, I 
felt I wasn’t really sure if I wanted the job or not - it’s so much stress - well anyway, I walked into 
the office - not nearly as large as you’d think for a guy in his position - and he stood up and 
walked around from behind his desk and shook my hand - a warm hand, but not a soft flabby one - 
and I was happy that he wasn’t towering over me - he was about as tall as you - and then he sat 
down as asked me some really interesting questions about my experience and what I thought I 
wanted to do with my career and I answered them all from me, you know, just like I really felt, 
telling him the truth about my experience - like in the last job how there was one guy who used to 
scream all the time - and he said Well we have a screamer here too, but we’re trying to get him to 
change his habits a bit. You needn’t be put off by people like that.

Anyway, the rest of the interview went real smooth, as if we had known each other already for a 
while and I started thinking to myself that maybe it wouldn’t be so bad if I had this kind of a guy 
for a boss. But still - you can’t start having illusions - it’s tough work.

Well, I can see your curiosity breaking through so I’ll tell you: I am going to be the Assistant 
Research Executive for Mediline Incorporated, a company that specializes in medical apparatus 
for surgery. I’ll be able to use my research skills and I’ll have to work with a team that is always in 
contact with the reality of the medical world as it is right now! I’m really excited.

Flex was excited too. Wow, Serena, he said, a Research Executive, man that’s really great. You’ll 
be at the cutting edge of the business I bet.

Yeah, she smiled. But it’s not all heaven you know. There are long hours and deadlines and a 
massive amount of work. Traveling, papers to write, meetings - I’m going to be a busy girl! And, 
her smile dipped for a moment, I have to move.

Oh. Flex let his disappointment be heard in the tone of his Oh.

But it’s a two year contract and we can talk on the phone - there are tons of low rate phone 
services - and you know I’ll be back in town here whenever I can be. I like Hamburg and would 
never leave it forever.

That’s what they all say, said Flex. But then his smile returned, and it was a genuine smile of 
pleasure for Serena and her achievement: Wow, he repeated, Research Executive, that’s really 
great! Really great!
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Well, said Serena, it’s better than being unemployed, which is what I thought I’d be after my last 
job ended. It’s not easy to find a decent job in my field, not even if you’re qualified - and 
especially not if you’re a woman - but not I’ve got a job for the next two years! Hurray! Come on 
let’s drink to me!

Flex raised his glass and drank to Serena. The very best of luck to you Serena! The very very best 
of luck!

*

Home again, and alone, Flex thought about how life would be if he was with Serena all the time. 
If they lived together as man and wife. The thought rocked him to his roots. Flex! How can you 
think of something like that? he thought to himself. Serena is going to be under enormous pressure 
- and you, you’re a slow learner - a very slow learner - she’ll get sick and tired of you and your 
wall painting jobs and your foot-dragging slowness or? Maybe not. Up to now she hadn’t asked 
anything of him at all, and he hadn’t asked anything of her - maybe that was the answer. Could 
you have a relationship without expectations? Expectations! He hadn’t even kissed her. He didn’t 
even expect to! What kind of a relationship was that then if you didn’t touch each other except to 
shake hands?

Friendship Flex. Friendship is what Serena is offering you and what you’ve accepted from her - 
and it’s what you’re giving her in return. Be happy. Few people can be friends in the way you two 
are friends.

The voice inside him was the voice of reason - of course, he thought, friendship - what else should 
I want from her?

But he was a man - physically a man and, well, sometimes he did think of himself with Serena in 
an embrace - but somehow it never manifested itself as a fantasy - not a sexual fantasy like he 
used to have before with some girls he had dated, where he thought of how or where he’d like to 
be with them. With Serena it was different - everything was different because it was based on 
friendship instead of lust. He couldn’t really think of her and lust in the same thought. Well, he did 
once imagine or try to imagine what it would be like if they kissed - but then he was immediately 
back to deep conversation with her and the kiss had somehow culminated in talk - talk that always 
took him out of himself and yet back into himself as well.

Now, home alone, ready for bed, he couldn’t really picture Serena there with him - not in his 
narrow bed, in his funky apartment, with socks on the floor and three t-shirts thrown into a corner 
starting a new dirty laundry pile - his solo life, his privacy intruded upon. But how often had 
Serena spoken of her privacy, of her solo life? Somehow they were so similar. Could two people 
live alone and yet together? Who knows?

There wouldn’t be a chance to find out very soon anyway. Serena was moving to another city - far 
away - and it would be two years before she’d be free again. And then if her career took off in the 
right direction? Then she’d connect with some high-powered career researcher and they’d fly off 
into research executive heaven and Flex would get a postcard from time to time - notices when the 
kids were born - and eventually a Xmas card once in a while.

Uh oh! Flex! [The voice of reason said once again.] For once you have found a friend that you can 
trust and instead of being happy that you’ve been so lucky, you fall straight back into your old sad 
- sorry - self-pitying self. Don’t be sad. Be happy!
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APRIL

Flex didn’t go to the station to say goodbye to Serena when she left. It would have been too much 
for him. The fact that she was leaving him behind was bad enough, but then to go to the station 
and watch as the train receded into the distance carrying her physically away from him - that 
would have been too much of a strain on his emotions. As it was he nearly cried on the telephone 
when he was talking to her the night before she left. For some reason he felt like a rain barrel that 
had slowly been filled up, drop by drop over the weeks and months that he had known her, and 
now suddenly the upper rim had been reached and the water was starting to overflow, pure 
rainwater, cascading down the sides of the old barrel, unstoppable, the rain continuing to fall, the 
barrel not able to grow and hold it all.

OK, thought Flex at one point before going to sleep: Women come and women go. You sleep with 
some of them, with some of them you don’t. In the end you end up alone because in truth you are 
alone from the moment you are born. The rest is illusion. The illusion of contact, the illusion of 
melting together, the illusion of love.

But was love really an illusion? Surely he had experienced love in his life. That time with Janice? 
Hadn’t that been love? If it had, then why had he left her for the illusions of tinseltown? And 
Caroline and Donna? Each love had begun with the same rush of emotion, the same ideal, with 
poetry and pictures of paradise, but each love had gone sour on him eventually. And he had 
abandoned them all, left for another horizon. But maybe love had collapsed only because he 
hadn’t really been capable of loving in a free and open way. Now he felt free and open and what 
happened? Love abandoned him, left him behind, alone, in a city that had suddenly become cold 
and strange. The city he had felt at home in for so long now felt like a place he was only visiting, a 
place he would soon leave in order to explore the world again in search of what? What was there 
left to search for? He had found what he needed, but it was traveling faster and faster away from 
him. By the time he got into bed tonight, she would be there, in her new apartment, getting ready 
to face the new day, the new adventure, the very real possibility of finding her ideal love.

He couldn’t go on pining away like this. He would get thin again, get sick, stay in bed, stop 
working altogether, and his whole life would run down hill at accelerating speed. Deep inside 
himself, in the mineshaft of his soul, there was golden fortitude, he knew that. Golden fortitude 
was what he needed a few chunks of now. Fortitude that he could shape into the cornerstone of the 
new palace he would live in for the rest of his life.

Was it possible? He remembered the fatal words of Gregory Corso’s poem on Marriage: If she is 
possible then love is possible.

Hey Flex, his inner voice said to him: Either you live or you die, it’s your choice. And Flex, not 
being the kind who liked the cold finality of death, decided at that moment to carry on living.

*

The next morning, early, it being a public holiday, Flex got on his bike and headed out to Jammy’s 
place. Jammy had asked him, a few days before, to please come over and help him correct a letter 
he had written to a prospective new employer. Jammy was a good man with electronic stuff but he 
always asked Flex to correct his letters for him.
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Flex rode his bike along the path at the edge of the lake and saw the early sailors in their little 
boats, white sails filled with wind, hulls scudding across the flat surface of the lake. If I were a 
sailor I’d be out there too on a day like this. Looks like the weather is going to be perfect for 
sailing today. Clear blue skies, a fresh little breeze. The traffic was thin because anybody who had 
time and money and a car had managed to escape to the ocean or to some holiday house they had 
out of town. Flex enjoyed staying in town during public holidays just because it was so empty.

As he approached the little park where the boatman’s monument was, he saw Trixie and Rod 
walking hand in hand along the path.

Hi you two, he said, as he brought his bike to a stop behind them. They both turned around and 
said: Hi Flex, together

WORDS

Spring had sprung and May rolled in with sunshine and what appeared to be warmth at first but 
then turned into sunshine with a cold wind blowing in from the northeast, with a few clouds from 
time to time but nothing really to make it look like rain. The rain always came from the west 
anyway. And Flex could have cared less about rain. He was happy with the beginning of May 
because it meant that soon summer would be back, full summer, with the sun high in the sky, and 
he would have the early mornings to himself at the factory. He could go in as early as he liked in 
the summer and start painting. In fact he often got up at six and was already at the wall at six 
thirty, brush in hand, merrily stroking away, putting white on top of grey wall and changing the 
universe a little. On these early sunny mornings he was free to let his mind wander wherever it 
wanted to. Nobody bothered him at all. People came to work in the other parts of the factory at 
eight or nine o’clock, but by then he had done so much work and had spent so much time thinking 
that he was happy to see other human beings.

He had been thinking about Serena again. She was at her new job and he’d talked with her a 
couple of times on the phone. She liked it well enough, but it was strenuous, just like she’d feared 
it would be. But it wasn’t going to kill her. She’d make it. He believed in her capacity to overcome 
all difficulties, to make her life significant and to deliver her truth to the world. And, surprisingly 
enough, it was coupled with a new self-confidence as well. He believed that he could carry on 
forever the way he was going, moving forward inch by inch, covering a small bit of wall day after 
day, keeping the SUDS gig turning, focusing on the positive instead of the negative.

He reviewed his recent past: I cut myself off from Fatty and his sickness, I avoid all contact with 
Nasty, I no longer have to worry about that crazy woman who wanted to marry me, and I am 
learning how to be a better person by just doing what I do best, painting and taking care of the 
computer at SUDS. Surely that is commendable. Of course it’s commendable, he said to himself. 
Just look around at the people you know. Jammy is getting in deeper and deeper with his chickie, 
making commitments that he might not be able to keep at all after a while because they are going 
to turn out to be expensive as hell. Whats-her-face (he refused to mention her name) has a new 
guy and is going down the same road she went down before, head filled with the illusion that 
shopping is the ultimate form of self-expression and that fantastic sex is what holds a relationship 
together. The fact that she is an airhead and bores everyone around her to death after five minutes 
never crosses her mind - but then how could it? You need to be aware to realize anything at all 
about yourself.
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Flex knew he was being hypercritical. He also knew that he was not the most pleasant character in 
the world, sometimes tending toward a horrible depression that drove him to eat tons of chocolate 
in order to compensate. But at least he knew he wasn’t perfect and knew that his imperfection is 
what made him Flex, the person. He was poor, he was alone, but he was connected to a few other 
people through a bond of friendship that nobody could cut. That was something that gave him a 
sense of being, a sense of attachment to the world, despite his knowledge that all these 
attachments were by necessity temporary, being limited, as everything was, by time. But so what? 
At least he was aware of the time limitation. But being aware of it didn’t make him desperate. In 
fact, it made him comfortable to know that he was using his limited time in the way that he 
wanted to use it, consciously devoting himself to painting the wall white, consciously devoting 
himself to Serena even when she wasn’t there, consciously devoting himself even if she was 
fundamentally unattainable. And consciously devoting himself to his friends in a way that he 
never thought possible before - interacting with them on a plane that showed them and him that 
though time was limited, their time together was important to him.

May and the abundance of sunshine had obviously done Flex good.

*

One night near the beginning of the month Flex went to bed early because he was so tired from a 
long day, having done some painting at the factory in the morning and then SUDS the whole 
afternoon and evening. He managed to brush his teeth and change into his pajamas, but as soon as 
his head hit the pillow he was gone into a deep dream-filled sleep. In the morning he wrote down 
his dreams.

I am on a beach, he wrote. On the side farthest away from the water there is a large earthen 
mound. I walk around on top of it and I realize it’s an ancient ruin of some kind, perhaps the 
remnants of a prehistoric settlement. There are stones in the earth, stones that could have been part 
of a wall, a battlement perhaps, something like a fortress built there to protect from invasion by 
the sea. I walk around with a shovel in my hand. From time to time I dig into the earth with the 
shovel and a part of the mound collapses. I think to myself that I am perhaps ruining the site, 
making it more difficult to reconstruct it, getting rid of the evidence from the past. But then I 
think: What does it matter? I can dismantle it all if I want, nobody knows it’s here but me, and 
nobody cares because it’s so insignificant a find. Still, I don’t destroy it. I am not willing to destroy 
it completely. I just dig around in it from time to time and am surprised that the earth is so fertile 
and dark and full of old stones.

I stand on top of the mound and hear the sea behind me. I look back down the beach and notice 
that the water has come up so far that it has washed over the novel I was reading and now the 
book is floating in the water. I rush down off the mound and pluck the book out of the shallows. 
It’s a bit wet but not damaged. In fact all it needs to do is dry out a bit and then it’ll be OK. Of 
course it will be a bit thicker after it has dried out because of the water, but it will still be readable 
and that’s what is important.

I also rescue my towel and my sunglasses and bring them with me to the top of the mound. The 
water never reaches as far as the mound, not even to the bottom of what were once perhaps the 
walls of the fortress. In fact the sand stops quite far away and the earth here is humus-rich black 
earth that is soft to the touch and obviously gets plenty of rain. Still, only a thin layer of fresh 
green grass has grown over it, nothing deeply rooted, as if even the vegetation knows that the 
earth of the mound has been gathered there for a different purpose.
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In the other dream that Flex had he saw Serena and talked with her and he came away satisfied 
with the fact that he and she would be getting married on the 18th of May.

Now the second dream had astonished him because he felt so comfortable with the thought, so 
certain of the date. And even after he woke up in the morning and wrote it down and thought 
about it, he didn’t feel in any way scared or shy or strange. Of course he realized that it was an 
illusion. Serena wasn’t going to marry him, whether it was on May 18th or on any other day. But 
for the first time in his life, as far as he could remember, he felt comfortable with the thought of 
being married. That certainly was something new!

*

With the comfortable thought of being a person that really could be married to someone without 
living a life that is hell, Flex started his day with confidence.

On his way to the factory that morning he avoided the headlines of the newspapers, all screaming 
murder or terror or war in their various bold black print forms, gaudy colored photographs and 
instead concentrated on the blue sky and his own dreams of the night before. He wasn’t what you 
would call an expert analyst of dreams but he decided that now, on his bike with the lake on his 
right, the blue sky and all, he could at least attempt an analysis.

First of all, the scene on the beach. The old mound on the beach. As far as he could tell, using his 
own bag of symbols as he was once told that he should, the ancient ruin was his own intellect, his 
store of knowledge, a mound of old learning that he had for a long time neglected, that once would 
have served as a fortress to help him against the inroads of strangers, but that now was a useless 
rubble of ideas long left dormant. However, Flex had a shovel in his hands. He used the shovel to 
dig here and there among the rubble, among the old stones. But what was he looking for? Was he 
trying to explore the past, trying to dig something up that might help him rebuild the fortress? He 
didn’t think that was it. The fortress was an ancient monument, but the earth it had been built in 
was fertile black earth, and by digging in it he was airing it, making it breathe, perhaps preparing 
it for a new purpose.

Meanwhile, back on the beach the tide was coming in - time was working - and the novel he had 
been reading got wet, but it wasn’t swept away by the tide. That is, his life, the life he was now 
thinking about was being touched by time, but it wasn’t gone, hadn’t yet been washed away by 
time. He actually rescued it himself from the encroaching tide and, paradoxically, the water that 
had soaked into the pages made the book thicker, richer in a way, and despite this soaking in the 
tide of time, he was able to still read the pages. Amazing!

He felt good about his analysis. Maybe it wasn’t the exact truth, but then who could really know 
everything perfectly about himself? Flex was an amateur as far these things went. A professional 
could probably pick a million holes in his explanations. It didn’t matter really, as long as the 
explanation he found made sense to him and gave him the confidence he needed to continue.

What a nice day it was, he thought, as he passed over the bridge and headed for the factory gate.
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Once inside the huge hall, with its glass roof that because of the years of accumulated dust filtered 
out the harshest of the rays of the sun and yet let the light in anyway, he concentrated on his work. 
He went to the room where he kept his painting materials, his overalls and his brushes and gloves, 
and he changed into his work clothes. Then he went to the scaffold that had been erected for his 
use and opened the 20 liter can of paint that had waited for him there overnight. He stirred it with 
a length of wood that he always used for the purpose and then dipped in his brush.

The first stroke of paint on the wall each day was always a revelation for him. It was a harbinger 
of how the rest of the painting would go. If he managed to smooth it on without dripping, without 
rivulets running down the wall then he felt good because he knew that it would be a fine day of 
painting, the correct amount of paint always on his brush and the wall receiving a healthy coat of 
it each time. And for some reason today was like that - the first stroke easy and smooth, everything 
right, and the strokes that followed just as easy and just as smooth. Without realizing it, in less 
than half an hour, he had covered the whole section of wall that he could reach from that level of 
the scaffolding. He had to climb to the next level. That meant that first he would take his brushes 
and rollers up there and then come back for the paint. The paint was heavy and he had to put the 
lid back on before he picked up the can. The wire handle was bent already and so he put one hand 
under the can and hoisted it up to his chest, deciding it would be better to carry it in front of him 
than to have it hanging at his side, especially since the opening he had to go through in order to 
reach the next level was a rather narrow one, and the steps he had to climb were more like the 
rungs of a ladder than ordinary steps.

He was about halfway through the opening and halfway up the steps when someone called to him 
from down below: Hey Flex! The voice echoed through the hall, so he couldn’t recognize who it 
was at first. There’s a phone call for you.

Without looking down and without stopping in his climb, he managed to get through the opening 
and up the steps to reach the next level of the scaffold. He walked steadily until he reached the 
middle of the plank and then carefully set the can of paint down. Only after he was sure the paint 
was secure and he was secure, did he look down.

Hi Fred, he called down to Fred the foreman from the turning department. Do you know who it is?

No. Fred started to walk away. It’s the phone next to the lunch room. He turned the corner and was 
gone from sight.

Flex picked his way down through the various openings and down the steps of the various levels 
until he reached the ground. He walked out of his hall and down along a narrow corridor until he 
reached what was known as the lunch room. It was a partitioned portion of the main hall and was 
equipped with four long tables and a number of plastic form-fit chairs. Most of the workers took 
their breaks in here. At the end of the day the ashtrays were usually full of crushed cigarettes and 
the trashcans were full. But it was still early and the first break for the workers wouldn’t be for 
another hour yet so everything was still relatively clean.

The telephone was just outside the door of this lunch room, on the wall of the corridor. A few steps 
further and there were the doors to the bathroom. It was an inconvenient place for a telephone 
because it was in a traffic zone, but probably that was the idea, to make it inconvenient so that 
people wouldn’t be tempted to use it often. You couldn’t make calls from it anyway without going 
through the central operator, so practically nobody used it unless they were receiving calls or 
unless it was an urgent necessity for them to do so.
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The receiver was dangling on its line next to the wall swinging back and forth slightly like a 
pendulum at the end of its run. Flex grabbed the receiver and put it to his ear.

Hello?

Hi Flex, it’s me, Jammy. Listen mate I want to ask you to do me a big favor.

Sure Jammy, what is it? Flex immediately thought - God, I hope he isn’t moving house again.

Jammy said: I’m going on vacation - just a quick two week vacation - I’ve got the chance to do it 
now and so we made the decision and we’re going to Majorca. Could you like take care of the 
flowers while we’re gone? Air the place out from time to time. you know, the usual?

Sure Jammy, said Flex. Always willing to help if I can. When are you leaving?

Well that’s the trick Flex, I’m already at the airport and the plane leaves in an hour. And you need 
a key for the apartment. Sorry I didn’t think of it sooner but it slipped my mind completely.

Flex said: Yeah well I am never going to be able to make it to the airport before your plane leaves.

Yes, yes, I know that, said Jammy. But I just spoke with the lady here at the Condor counter and 
she said that I could leave the key with them and you can come later and pick it up. Could you 
manage that?

Flex sighed. The airport was out of his way. Sure Jammy, he said. But I probably won’t be able to 
get there until late this afternoon. Can they hold on to the key that long?

Just a second, said Jammy and Flex could hear him talking to someone. OK, she said they would 
hold on to it. If the counter is closed then go to the office.

Flex asked: Whose name is under, yours?

Yeah. OK. I’ll leave it under my name. Condor ticket counter. Or else the office, got that?

Yeah, I got it, said Flex.

Hey mate, thanks a lot, really appreciate it. Maybe I’ll be able to do something nice for you one 
day as well.

Yeah, said Flex. Have a nice vacation.

Thanks mate. Bye.

And then Jammy was gone.

Flex hung the phone up and walked slowly back to his scaffold and his painting. Maybe it’s time 
for me to go on vacation, he thought. I haven’t been anywhere in years. And he started dreaming 
of beaches and sunshine. Maybe I’ll ask those people at the airport for a brochure. That would be 
an idea. Wow, he thought. Vacation. That would really be something!
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POETRY

Flex had done the incredible, he had actually gone on vacation. He had taken a week off and 
headed for the hills. He wasn’t the only one who was surprised by this. Jammy and Trixie and the 
people down at the SUDS factory had all looked at him with little smiles of wonder when he had 
announced that he would be taking a week off in order to go climb a mountain or two and breathe 
some fresh air down in the southern reaches of Germany.

“Where you goin’?” asked Jammy.

“To the Bavarian Forest,” replied Flex.

“Forest? Man, you gonna go trekking through a forest?”

“A little bit,” said Flex. “But they got mountains down there too.”

“Oh? You gonna become a mountain-climber? Gonna do Everest too one day? Seems like 
everybody else is doing Everest these days.”

“No Jammy,”  said Flex, “I’m not going to climb Mount Everest. I just want to walk around a bit in 
countryside that’s different from this countryside here. Hills instead of flatland.”

“Man,”  said Jammy, “why don’t you just fly off to Greece or something and have a real vacation, 
you know, get a suntan and go swimming and stuff like that that.”

Flex let Jammy talk all he wanted, and he let the others smile at his whim, but nevertheless, he 
went down south to the Bavarian forest for his vacation.

And, it was a satisfying and edifying experience.

The first problem he had to contemplate however was before he left for his trip. How would he get 
there?

Trains went down there of course, but once he was there, he’d either have to have a bike or some 
other form of transport. A bike in mountain country was not an appealing prospect to Flex. Of 
course at home with the extensive public transportation system and the flatland around his city 
there was no need for anything other than a bike, but mountainous terrain presented a completely 
different problem. So, contrary to all expectation, and contrary to his normally conservative 
nature, Flex decided to rent a car.

Now the renting of a car was a major step for Flex. He contemplated first of all whether he should 
do it or not just because of his natural aversion of cars. He disliked them immensely. But once he 
had decided that there was no other way around the problem of travel in mountain country over a 
limited period of time, he had to decide where to rent the car, down there or up here before he left.

This decision proved to be the hardest one to make. Flex had a driver’s license of course, having 
learned how to drive back in the good ole USA when he was a young man, but since he’d been in 
Germany, he had exercized his driving skills only on limited occasions. Now, if he decided to rent 
the car in the northland and then drive down south that would mean a good six or seven hours 
behind the wheel on the autobahn with a million crazy speedsters all around him and heavy trucks 
to contend with. On the other hand, if he took the train down to, let’s say a city like Regensburg, at 
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the edge of the forest, then he would have to find a car rental agency and go through all the 
rigamarole attached with car rental in a strange city, and then brush up his rusty driving skills on 
bendy mountain roads.

Flex spent hours see-sawing back and forth between rent here and rent there, but in the end, after 
consulting with the internet and with a couple of car rental agencies, he decided that it would be 
simpler and, in the end, cheaper to rent a car for a week directly from his own hometown, drive 
down to Bavaria and through the hills and dales around the forest and then drive all the way back.

And so, on a sunny Friday afternoon in May he went down to the car rental agency with his 
driver’s license, his passport and with a couple of Eurocheques and rented a small but competent 
little foreign car that had trunk room and a sunroof. Sitting behind the wheel and going through 
local traffic was quite an experience at first, but he soon got accustomed to it. In fact, he used the 
occasion to go shopping, buying things he would never have been able to carry home with out the 
car, like crates of water and beer and a new ironing board, a purchase he had been contemplating 
for weeks but had never made because of the awkwardness of transporting the ironing board home 
from the department store.

So, on Friday evening Flex arrived back at his apartment, unloaded his purchases from the car and 
took them inside, where he then carefully began packing his suitcase with the few things he would 
need for a week on the road and in the mountains.

Of course one of the things that had made him decide on going down to the Bavarian forest was 
the fact that not too far away from where the forest began was the city that Serena had moved to 
for her new job.

That night he picked up the phone and called her. She answered in a tired voice on the second 
ring: “Hi,” said Flex. “Are you free on Sunday afternoon?”

*

After eight weeks at her new job, Serena was enthusiastic about seeing Flex and catching up on 
his news, and of course being able to tell him all about her new job. So, the next morning early, 
Flex hit the highway with a light heart, looking forward now not only to the mountains and the 
greenery but also to a nice Sunday afternoon with Serena.

The autobahn was not nearly as congested as he thought it would be. It was still too early for most 
people to think about going on vacation, and because of the ban on non-essential transport of 
goods on weekends, there wasn’t much truck traffic either.

The little car was fast enough to make the distance not seem endless, but most of the time it kept 
him driving in the right lane, which was OK with him since he really didn’t want to compete with 
the fast cars that hogged the left lane and tried to sweep everyone else out of their way by 
speeding up to the bumper of the car in front and then flashing lights as if it was an emergency and 
they had to be let past immediately or else the world would end. And, as Flex discovered on a few 
occasions to his extreme anger, the fast car drivers - most of them surprisingly driving station 
wagons, as if the extra metal gave them more speed - would perform this up-to-your bumper 
routine at precisely the moment when he was halfway through overtaking a 16-wheeler and still 
had one more 16-wheeler to overtake after that. The creeps (males each time) behind him seemed 
to think that he would be insane enough to duck in between the two trucks in order to let the 
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madman behind him through. No way, with the gas pedal pushed down to the floor already, there 
was no way he was going to let up and get himself squeezed into a truck sandwich.

Fuming and at times really ready for road rage to take over, he held on to the wheel and overtook 
both trucks before swinging back into the right lane and allowing the stationwagon past.

It always took him about five minutes to cool down after these incidents, but each time, after he 
did cool down, he was happy that he didn’t carry a pistol or a shotgun because by the end of his 
journey he probably would have had at least ten kills to his credit.

By the time he reached Regensburg the sun was heading for the horizon. He drove to the hotel he 
had booked over the Internet, a small family hotel, and he checked in, went to his room and took a 
shower and then just stretched out on the bed for an hour and let the road buzz slowly empty out 
of his ears.

Driving was definitely bad for your health, he thought, but at times it was necessary. Perhaps one 
day it would become more manageable and pleasant, when computers took over the task of 
guiding the car and the occupants could just relax, read or sleep or, as he suspected most would 
probably do in that computer-controlled future, watch the on-board TV.

Anyway, be the future as it may, the present now demanded that Flex go out and find someplace to 
eat. He left the car in the parking lot of the hotel and set out on foot through the narrow streets of 
the center of Regensburg. It reminded him of and Italian town, narrow streets and lots little 
piazzas with fountains, and smack dab in the middle of it all the gigantic gothic cathedral, cold as 
a sepulcher inside. He only stepped in for an instant because he happened to come upon it during 
his wanderings, looking for a suitable restaurant.

Finally he found a place that suited his sense of irony: Hemingway’s. Now whether or not Earnest 
Hemingway had ever been to Regensburg was open to speculation. Of course it was possible that 
the much-travelled foreign correspondent short-story writer and novelist had spent some time, 
perhaps a day or two, in the city on the Danube, but probably that hadn’t been a necessary 
condition to the opening of a restaurant which used his name. At any rate the food was acceptable 
and plentiful and after eating and drinking to his heart’s content, he wandered through the narrow 
streets once again and saw that since darkness had descended, the bars had filled up with young 
well-dressed ladies and men, all fashionably thin and in black, most of the women showing bare 
tanned shoulders and the men with short-cropped hair, though their heads were not shaved down 
close in that pseudo-leatherneck boot camp look that seemed to predominate among the young 
airheads in the northland.

Flex took it all in like a tourist does, half amused, half jealous that he wasn’t part of the local 
scene, that he wasn’t standing there with a glass of white wine in his hand looking deep into the 
eyes of one of those thin raven-haired beauties.

Tired and satisfied, he drifted back through the labyrinth to his hotel and propped himself up on 
the pillows and watched Jay Leno trouper his way through a minefield of jokes on the TV. Flex 
had no TV at home and was glad that he didn’t. It was drug that got hold of you and didn’t let go 
until it had drained out your brains and stolen all your time. But he was glad to have it there in that 
room and he let it wash into him and gently, very gently, drug him into a sleep that was full of 
jumbled highway scenes with television comedians roaring up behind him and punching horns 
that sounded like canned laughter and canned applause.
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*

Flex slept late, ate breakfast in the hotel dining room and then went through his maps and made 
his plans for mountain-climbing and sightseeing for the week. Around noon he called Serena and 
she told him to come over right away so that they could have lunch and spend the afternoon 
together. Flex packed his suitcase up and checked out of the hotel and drove the short distance to 
Serena’s apartment.

The apartment house was in a residential neighborhood near one of the gates to the old town. It 
was a red brick building, modern, and each apartment had a balcony that looked out over a green 
garden. Flex rang the bell and a voice came over the intercom: Third floor!

The door buzzer buzzed and Flex pushed into the hall. There was an elevator at the back of the 
hall and he went to it, opened the door and got in. He pushed the button with number 3 on it and 
rode silently up. The elevator stopped and before he could move, the elevator door was pulled 
open.

Serena help the door open: “Flex,” she said happily, “it’s so good to see you. Come on, come out.”

Flex had suddenly been immobilized. His legs couldn’t move. Am I dreaming, he asked himself? 
Am I? Serena was looking at him in the kind of way he had always wished she would look at him, 
with eyes full of joy at seeing him.

Eventually he managed to move forward and walk out of the elevator. She let go of the door and it 
quietly closed behind him as she embraced him with both arms and kissed him on both cheeks.

“Come and look at my apartment.”

She held on to his hand and led him down a wide corridor until they came to the end of it. Next to 
the doorbell was the number 307. The door was unlocked and she pushed it open and pulled Flex 
into the apartment.

Through the short entrance hall and into the livingroom they went and there she let go of his hand 
and turned to face him.

“Here it is. How do you like it?”

The livingroom was spacious and full of light coming in through a wall of glass which had the 
balcony beyond it. The curtains were pulled back and beyond the balcony railing he could see the 
garden greenery and the roof of the building across the way.

In the livingroom there was a copper colored couch and two chairs and a low copper topped coffee 
table between them. A wall-to-wall grey carpet on the floor and two framed posters on the wall 
plus a low cabinet with a telephone on top of it completed the furnishing in the room. The only 
door led back to the hall they had come from.

“It looks real great,” said Flex.

“Well it’s home, at least for a while. Come on out to the balcony and we can sit in the sun. Are you 
hungry? Do you want something to drink?”
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Flex wasn’t hungry but he said Yes to a glass of apple juice and she let him settle down in a chair 
on the balcony while she went to get it.

He looked down at the greenery and started having the same dreams about himself and Serena that 
he had once before. You’re illuding yourself Flex, he said to himself. Forget it. Let it go. But when 
she came out onto the balcony with a tray that had two glasses and a bottle of apple juice on it, he 
couldn’t help but feel that she really was happy to see him. That maybe there was something more 
behind that happiness, something more in tune with what he was dreaming than what he feared 
was the truth.

She poured the apple juice and then started telling him all about the new job, the people at work, 
the customers, the stresses and strains, the intrigues and the way she was going about solving the 
problems which inevitably arose when 20 high-calibre people worked and competed with each 
other under one roof.

“It’s exciting and yet sometimes it’s so brutal, and it could even be depressing,”  she said, “if I was 
the type to get depressed. But I’m not. I just get down to work and do my job and try and be as 
nice as I can. But if anyone gets on my nerves or tries to do me dirt, then I let them know I’m not 
going to stand for it. It’s a hard world Flex. A hard world.”  She looked at him with those big blue 
eyes full of emotion. “And what about you? Fall in love yet?”

Flex gulped down his embarrassment and fear. He told her about SUDS and the way the business 
was expanding, but basically his life hadn’t changed very much since she’d left, so he just told her 
about the people they both knew and tried to give her a picture of how life at home was still the 
same as she’d known it to be.

And, the longer they talked the warmer the feeling became between them.

Finally she stood up and said it was time for them to go to lunch and she took him out to a fine 
restaurant in a nearby park. Afterwards they went for a long walk across town, crossed the river 
Danube and walked through the countryside until they arrived at an old monastery where there 
was an outdoor restaurant where they had ice cream, and then they walked back to her apartment.

Back on the balcony once again, this time with a cup of warm tea in his hands, Flex listened to the 
blackbirds sing their evening songs and gazed out over the rooftops of the nearby houses into the 
gathering dusk. Serena had to get up at six o’clock each morning and be at work by seven. Rarely 
was she back home before six or seven at night. He still had some way to drive before he got to 
the place he had planned to spend the night in, Zwiesel, the glass-making center of the region.

At the door she kissed him again on both cheeks and asked him to drop in again at the end of the 
week before he went back north. He promised he would.

He got in behind the wheel of his rented car, started it up and drove into the gathering darkness 
hoping that he would get to the hotel he had booked in Zwiesel without incident.
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TRAVELING

Flex was back in the everyday life of the city. Things hadn’t changed much externally. There was 
the traffic and the hordes of people on the streets. But inside, something had changed. He felt 
different. It was a subtle difference. Maybe it was just time slithering under the bridge of his nose 
and making him more aware of the precious little life left over after all the sleep and slavery have 
been accounted for. Anyway, something was happening to him. The hot summer weather made a 
difference of course. It was always good to have hot weather. It made life more livable. You didn’t 
have to dress up so much, worry about getting chilly shoulders or muscle cramps or a runny nose. 
But it wasn’t just the weather.

He suspected that it was some kind of spiritual growth that was taking place within him. Like an 
awakening. An awakening into a new being - one that he had suspected of being there on the 
horizon but one that was only now being woken up into - if that was a way of describing it.

What kind of a being?

Well, as far as Flex could make out, he was becoming a person who was aware of not only his 
own existence in the universe but the existence of a direction that his life and the life of everyone 
on earth was being pulled or pushed or guided in. He hadn’t been able to lay it out logically yet, 
but a picture was slowly forming and eventually he’s translate it into words. He felt a little like 
Dylan’s Mr Jones - having walked into a room where strange things are happening and he still 
didn’t know what it was - although he wasn’t apt to hit a depression like Mr Jones does, nor end 
up being called a cow and asked for milk - though it is quite normal to BE milked. He was being 
milked every day by the people he had to work for. On the other hand, he was milking them too, 
for money to carry on his existence. So there was a certain amount of symbiosis going on.

He didn’t know if there was anyone he could talk to about it. Normally there was his good buddy 
Polly, but Polly was busy with personal problems of his own right now. On the other hand it would 
be useful to try and get a little perspective on this inner growth thing, maybe ask around and see if 
other people are experiencing the same. Maybe it was just a product of getting older. So many 
things were. But somehow he thought it wasn’t just age that was making a difference. It was 
something else.

In the past, thought Flex, people would have called it wisdom. But he was too modest to refer to it 
as wisdom. It might not be wisdom anyway. It might just be some kind of new illusion. Ah, what 
the hell. Thinking too much about it wouldn’t solve it. And besides, he had to go and check out 
some new computer equipment today, and before that he needed to clean up his apartment.

So, despite his need to find out what was happening inside him, to find an explanation for it, he 
got up out of bed and went to the bathroom where he brushed his teeth, took a shower and dressed 
for the hot day in light cotton trousers and a white T-shirt with SAVE YOURSELF in big red 
Helvetica Bold capitals on the front and SAVE ME in big green Helvetica Bold capitals on the 
back. It was one of his favorite summer T-shirts. He had gotten it from a stall in one of flea 
markets in Rome when he visited the city back in 1988. He only wore it in summer when it was 
really hot, and, this being the northland, he hardly ever got a chance to wear it, so it still looked 
quite new.

He started his apartment cleaning spree in the kitchen and slowly worked through each of his 
rooms until he got to the bathroom. There he loaded the washing machine with dirty clothes, 
added the soap and then turned it on.
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At last he could sit down with a cup of tea and a piece of bread and relax and, of course think once 
again about what kind of a new personality he was growing into.

*

Flex went uptown to check out the new computer equipment and all it could do. It was a hot and 
humid day and he rode his bike through streets thronged with half-naked people. He was 
constantly surprised to see how many people had been programmed to deface their skin with 
tattoos and perforate their skin with rings and studs. And so many of them young and helpless. 
Unable to resist the need to show themselves in resonance with the vids and the photos that they 
had been programmed by.

Flex was himself a programmer, of course, and so he knew what effect programs could have on 
people. That’s why he went to check out the new computer stuff in fact, in order to have a greater 
impact on his environment. Up to now he had been able to push the envelope a little, but not 
enough. He wanted more power, and power was for sale.

He was amazed at the gigabytes of power he could now get for throwaway money. Ten years ago 
when he’d stepped into the game it had cost him a small fortune for a few megabytes. Now they 
were giving the gigabytes away, well, practically. The guy who showed the new equipment to him 
ran through a few programs - hard disk recording, midi, sampler, video player, editor, disc burner, 
all the stuff that you might need to be a production center at home - to change the shape of the 
universe - to program your environment from the comfort of your own workstation.

For somebody like Flex who had been programmed by the linear alphabet and by the flat surface 
of the TV screen and the movie screen, the computer had been a natural consequence. Of course 
he had started off with a Macintosh, and that made it easy for him. He was a user at heart, but in 
the ensuing years had learned to be a programmer as well, to mess with the inside as well as the 
outside.

And now in order to shape the outside more to his taste, he was going to purchase new computing 
power. New personality, new computer.

Maybe they didn’t really fit together after all, but maybe they did. After all, here he was at the 
gateway into the new millennium - as far as western culture was concerned at any rate - and he felt 
a need to be up to date with the means one used to communicate in the new era.

What Flex knew and not many other people did was that the new era would no longer depend on 
linear script to deliver its messages. Already there was a translation of script into technical 
pictures, computer generated images of a virtual world that tries to explain and make comfortable 
the actual world we live in. Most people escaped into the virtual world and were programmed by 
the pictures into returning to the cave that Plato had once described. But Flex was interested in 
emerging from the new cave, the new cave that the computer provided for its viewers, for those 
lost in the digits.

Flex knew that it was extremely important for him to learn the new language and to speak in it 
effectively in order to twist the envelope around him into a new configuration, one that showed 
how the universe actually was and not how he had up to now supposed it might be. Newton could 
explain the linear universe very well, but who will explain the post linear universe?
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Flex?

Well that was perhaps expecting a little too much. But at least he would make an attempt to come 
to terms with the new as it was happening.

He rode his bike back from the meeting, again through a hot humid city, noticing that despite the 
sunshine and heat most people still wore grey or black clothes. One or two ventured into a solid 
color but nobody wore really colorful clothes - orange, scarlet, or even a lucid green. Maybe these 
northern people were afraid of bright colors, afraid of looking like tropical fruit salads or bright 
plumed parrots. Flex would change all that with his programming skills. He would present a 
website to the world that would talk the new language and imprint Flex’s vision of the universe on 
the mind and soul of each person instantly. He would convert them all to Flexism. Yes. That’s 
what he would do!

Flexism? He shook his head from side to side and smiled a smile to himself. Maybe my new 
personality is developing on the wrong track. Maybe I should slow down a bit and think about 
what it is that I want to really do for the rest of my life. Maybe I’m the one who is being 
programmed - into devoting more time to the virtual instead of the actual, to sitting in a room 
instead of being in the world and making a difference by my physical presence. Virtual presence 
versus physical presence, which one should it be? But why should I have to choose when I can 
have both. I can be virtually present and physically present at the same time - in fact be present in 
many different places at once. Deliver my message in al three language forms at once - pictures, 
alphabet and technical pictures. Be a multi-linguist! That’s the answer, multilingualism, not 
multiculturalism, multilingualism!

*

Home once again, Flex settled into his routine of caring for the SUDS website and looking after 
the computers that ran the factory equipment. He could monitor the computers from home by 
calling a phone number that hooked straight into the main board at the factory. After giving in a 
code that only he knew and that he changed at irregular moments just incase anyone had managed 
in the meantime to get ahold of it, he could look in and see how the production line was behaving, 
whether there was enough water, enough soap, enough bottles in the line to keep it going all night 
or all weekend, whatever was needed to fill a standing order.

After checking the electronic part of his life, Flex went to the telephone and called Serena. They 
had been talking regularly the last week or so and it had been very good for him. She was usually 
quite tired because she came home late each night from her job, but still she managed to respond 
like a human being when she talked with Flex.

“Are you still worried about yourself?”  asked Serena. “Do you still think you’re changing into a 
monster?”

“Well, not exactly a monster,”  said Flex. “But something so new that it’s hard for me to 
understand it. And everything that is hard to understand is a bit of a monster if you understand 
what I mean.”

“Of course I understand, Flex. But you should maybe concentrate more on what you have to do 
each day rather than think too much about who you are. Who you are is who you have always 
been. Basically nobody really changes, not more than cosmetically, on the surface. You’re a fairly 
moral egotist.”
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“A what?” Asked Flex with more astonishment in his voice than he actually felt.

“A moral egotist. That is, you have some kind of a recognizable morality - something more than 
just a don’t kill and don’t main policy, you actually seem to believe that people should be fair to 
each other. But I suppose that’s because you think they should be fair to you. That’s why I say that 
you’re a moral egotist. You’re moral because it’s good for you to be moral and it would be even 
better for you if other people were moral too.”

Flex kept silent for a moment while he digested what Serena had said. “Well,”  he said hesitantly, 
“I see what you mean. And maybe you’re right. But then isn’t everyone a moral egotist - if they 
have morals that is.”

“Of course, to a certain extent. But there are some people who are just moralists, just natural 
moralists, and some of them die because they are incapable of judging the immorality of others to 
the extent that it effects their own life. They know there are immoral people around, but they 
refuse to be immoral in order to save themselves, and so the immoral ones sometimes triumph - at 
least for short periods of time. For some reason, however, morality always makes a comeback.”

Flex agreed with her. He asked her about the morality at work. But she didn’t want to talk about 
that because it was a touchy subject. There were, she had told him before, a few people who were 
power hungry and very career oriented. The climate was not always ideal, but she was learning a 
lot and getting better, and that was what was important.

The call went on for a few more minutes and then Flex said goodbye. He looked around his 
apartment and decided that he would just read a little and then get to bed early. He had to go and 
paint the wall in the old factory early in the morning and he didn’t want to be so tired that it wasn’t 
any fun.

INDIAN SUMMER

Could it really go on being hot and windless for so long? Flex sat on a folding chair in a small 
garden. Paul and Eunice sat with him around a white garden table. They drank beer straight from 
the bottle.

“Sixty years ago, the war started,” said Eunice.

“It started years before really,” said Paul, “in Spain. That was the real beginning of the war.”

“Yeah,”  said Flex, “and it finally ended, more or less, ten years ago, in 1989. Though we still get 
some nasty aftershocks from time to time.”

Eunice looked up at the darkening sky. Two or three bright points of light were becoming visible 
in it. “War never stops,”  she said. “Somewhere in the world there is always somebody killing their 
neighbor, looting his house and then burning the evidence of their crime. It’s a disease. A human 
disease.”

“A mental illness,” said Paul.

Flex and Eunice nodded in agreement.
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Another star suddenly appeared in the sky. But this one was moving. They watched until it 
blinked. An aircraft. It would have been too much to hope to see a UFO from a garden in the 
middle of a major European city during Indian Summer just before the global economy leaped 
over the hump into the year 2000.

Flex and Eunice and Paul had just finished their third rehearsal of a performance piece that Paul 
was going to present at a small theater just before Christmas. Flex had a speaking part. He learned 
lines faithfully every night, and the practice had paid off today. Paul was very happy.

“The second scene needs some polishing,”  said Paul. “You’ve gotta perk up a little more. It all 
depends on how your mood comes over to the audience.”

“I was exhausted,”  said Flex. “I just couldn’t get any energy into that scene. I just wanted to run 
through it and find out if I knew the words or not.”

Eunice put her beer on the table. “Wait until the night. We’ll be so hyped up and nervous and the 
energy level will be so high you’ll be telling us to calm down. It’s always like that.”

“Sure,”  said Paul. “But you have to try and remember what you’re doing and how the audience 
reacts to your inner being. Remember that we’ll be totally exposed on stage. You can’t hide behind 
anything there.”

“That’s why the original guys always wore masks,” said Flex.

“I always wear a mask as well,” said Eunice. “Make up.”

“Of course we’ll have make up on,”  said Paul, “and that is a kind of mask, but the people can see 
your body, the gestures you make, the way you breathe in and out - it’s like being naked.”

“Hey, you didn’t tell me we were doing O Calcutta!” said Flex with a grin.

Paul looked over at him. “We could take our clothes off too.”

Flex and Eunice started silently back at Paul. He had already come up with some improvised 
changes to the script while they had been rehearsing. The expressions on their faces were one of 
questioning anticipation. But Paul tilted his head back and drank off the remainder of the beer in 
his bottle without adding anything to his comment.

“Well,”  said Flex, “I have an early morning tomorrow.”  He got up. “We meet again on Thursday, 
right?”

Paul and Eunice nodded.

“Then I’ll see you on Thursday.”

Paul and Eunice waved goodbye to him as he rode off down the street on his bike. The warm 
evening air caressed his bare arms and his face. The streets were full of cars and people thronged 
the sidewalks, everyone determined to enjoy the golden dregs of this remarkable summer.
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Back in his apartment, Flex opened a window to let in fresh air. He lit a candle and turned off the 
overhead light. Then he sat down in his favorite armchair and stared out the window at the people 
passing on the sidewalk and thought about what Serena would be doing right now.

LISTENING

Flex was under a lot of pressure. November was here and the weather had turned cold. He had half 
expected the summer to cruise on until Christmas, but of course that wasn’t possible. Not here in 
the northland. Back in LA of course it was a different story. There the winter kicked in around the 
3rd of December and checked out on the 20th of January. OK, sometimes you had some nasty 
weather in February as well, but by March everything was coming up roses again.

Anyway, here it was November, and cold, and Flex had no will to do anything. He needed a 
vacation real bad. His shoulder - the right one this time - was tightening up on him, and his teeth 
were aching again. The only thing he had to look forward to was the Joni Mitchell Special that 
was going to be broadcast on the weekend. He really wanted to listen to it! Seven hours of Joni 
Mitchell. It was going to start right after the classical music finished at 11 PM on Saturday night 
and then carry on through the night until 6 o’clock on Sunday morning. The guy who hosts that 
FREE WHEEL program was going to do it on FSK 93 FM, 101.4 on Cable.

Flex wondered if he would be able to stay awake for the Joni Mitchell Special, for the whole 
thing, from start to finish. Well, he would try to stay awake at least. It would be worth it. He 
wanted to find out as much about Joni Mitchell as possible. And hear as much of her music as 
possible as well.

That was for the coming weekend, the 6th and 7th of November. But what about the rest of the 
week? The rest of the month?

He had so much to do, so many deadlines to meet, that he was a little over-awed. The most 
important and the most pressing deadline was to get his tax return finished by the 15th of 
November. That was a deadline he had to meet or else he’d get banged over the head for sure. No 
need for that.

*

Yes, November was going to be a busy month for Flex. Besides his SUDS gig, he had people to 
meet and places to go, and had to somehow keep painting that wall down at the factory as well.

The factory wall was continuing as usual. He had finished one of the main rooms and was now 
getting ready to go into the machine room - there weren’t any machines in it any more, but it used 
to be the main room where all the machines were that kept the factory lighting and airconditioning 
systems working.

The room was about 125 square meters, and the ceiling was 15 meters above the floor. 4 huge 
dirty walls, covered in grease and old paint and graffiti. There was no real need to clean them - 
instead he was going to lay down a thin layer of plaster, let it dry, and then paint over the plaster. 
That way he’d have a flat surface that would take the paint without resistance.
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He estimated that it would take him at least another year before he would finish the machine room. 
But that was OK. He had plenty of time. As long as the factory people weren’t in a hurry to use 
the rooms, then he had plenty of time.

By the end of the year he would be finished with the room he was working on now. It was much 
bigger than the machine room, but it had been easier to paint because he hadn’t needed to plaster 
the walls first. They weren’t as damaged as the machine room walls. Still, it had been a long hard 
slog. All those six o’clock mornings wielding a paint brush. And now it was almost finished. He 
wanted to have it done by Christmas so that he could transit quietly into the New Year. He’d make 
it. He’d just have to keep on keeping on like he was doing now. Steady as she goes!

Flex was happy he had been able to cut his ties with guys like Fatty and The Face and Nasty 
Edwards, who was now, by the way, one of the richest web operators in the business. He ran a no-
holds-barred porn site that transmitted out of some little South American banana republic and he 
was hauling in the fish by the netfull. Flex had seen him riding around in a new black BMW. “Hey 
Flex,”  Nasty had said through the rolled down window in the summer when Flex had seen him 
near the Fish Market, “you still got a chance to come in with me if you want baby. I could make 
you a rich man.”  Flex smiled and waved and shook his head No. The electric window slid shut and 
Nasty Edwards drove smoothly away. That was the last time Flex had seen him.

OK. So Flex was still poor. But he would rather still be poor than be updating a website for a 
seller of flesh.

*

Flex was under a lot of pressure. Besides the SUDS gig and the Wall, he had a new project to 
work on. A guy by the name of Zeno Ziggurat had approached him two weeks ago and asked him 
if he wouldn’t like to develop a computer program with him that could take care of people’s 
houses while they were on vacation. It was a great idea. A program that would not only turn the 
lights on and off at the right time and take phone messages, receive faxes and emails, etc., but it 
would also be in constant touch, via web cam, with the local police department. Zeno already had 
worked out a marketing plan and was busy talking to sponsors and trying to get the thing sold, and 
meanwhile Flex would get busy on the technical details of the program.

Zeno was convinced that it was a multi-million dollar scheme. Answering machine and burglar 
alarm all in one. How could it fail? The problem was of course that Zeno had no funds at the 
moment and could only promise Flex percentages in the future. Zeno, however, wanted the 
program finished as fast as possible so that he could show interested parties how it worked. Flex 
was busy day and night working on the prototype. The things it had to do were simple enough, but 
the tricky part was making it flexible so that anyone in any style of house or apartment could use 
it.

Besides that, Flex had promised that he would visit Serina. She wanted him to come for a whole 
weekend so that they could spend time together and walk and talk in peace. But Flex felt so 
pressured at the moment that he was afraid to even take a weekend off for himself.

He would though. He knew he would. He had to. Getting away was important. It would calm him 
down to be out of the city for a while, down in that sweet slow southern part of the country where 
the people didn’t think that NOW was when everything had to be ready.
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IN DARKNESS

The dark days of winter had descended and Flex, though suffering from mild winter depression 
due to loneliness, was managing somehow to navigate the little boat that was his life through the 
rain and hail and high winds like a milder version of that monomaniac Captain Ahab, intent not 
upon the capture of a big white whale but rather monomaniacally intent on arriving at an insular 
paradise that would provide him with an abundance of light and time.

But unlike Ahab, Flex knew he was chasing an illusion. There was no paradise island, no place of 
eternal light and relaxation. If there was anything at all at the end of the tunnel of life then it was a 
black hole that all light-reflecting energy particles would eventually get sucked into so they would 
never be able to reflect light any more. In fact, it was most probably black holes that were the 
doors to the negative universe, a place where time runs in the opposite direction to the way time 
runs here.

Flex had recently been made aware of the fact that the palpable universe - if you could call it that - 
was made up of waves when you didn’t look at it and of particles when you did. You could 
measure little events and isolate them in time or in place but not in both simultaneously. And if 
you considered the whole big mess all at once you would see that it was just a stream of potential 
being pushed forward - if you could use that word to describe the process in this place - a stream 
of potential being pushed forward into more potential.

Cosmic reflections were what kept Flex afloat often on these dark and gloomy winter nights. But it 
was the lecithin in chocolate that made his mood swings less radical. He increased his intake of 
lecithin dramatically in winter and it helped. It helped his moods but it didn’t do much for his 
waistline or for his teeth. As a matter of fact, one of the things that was making this winter’s night 
rather unbearable was the pain he was having with his teeth. At the moment it was one tooth in 
particular, one of his precious few molars. Just three weeks ago he had lost a molar to the plier-
pull of a female dentist and he didn’t particularly want to lose another molar so soon after. But 
maybe it was inevitable. At times he felt like just yanking the damn thing out himself with his own 
pliers. Yank. Pain. Blood. But then the constant low-level recurring pain would be gone.

This is how you pay for bad habits thought Flex as he remembered all this years happily puffing 
away at non-filter Death Lites and other papered nicotine providers. Last year he’d gone through 
an extremely painful scraping away of the diseased portion of his gums. The process had been 
done in four stages, like the four seasons, except that each season was a season in hell for him. 
Still, he had managed to blast his way through it all and now, a year later, was contemplating the 
loss of another molar. He wondered if he would have behaved any differently during his life if he 
had known as a child already what the consequences would be.

That was much too much philosophy for one night, thought Flex, and he got up and went into the 
kitchen to fix himself a sandwich. At the moment he was quite fixated on raisin bread sandwiches 
with a spread of creamy chocolate on one slice and a spread of creamy peanut putter on the other, 
with a sliced banana in the middle. Gooey and chewy, it was the perfect midnight meal. He liked 
to wash it down his throat with tepid fennel-anise tea. It was the tea that gave him the feeling he 
was doing something good for his body. He knew that the chocolate and peanut butter concoction 
was only contributing to the clogging of his arteries and the overloading of his fat cells. But when 
winter kicked in here in the northland, he threw dietary caution to the winds and indulged himself.
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Well, he reckoned, it was probably better than the mega vodka and orange juice he used to 
consume nightly when he was stuck in the desert of New Mexico for two months waiting for his 
beard to grow bushy enough so that he could make a dramatic entry into the partially civilized 
world of San Diego. And much better than the truck loads of grass he’d consumed in Durban 
while waiting for his brain to grow bushy enough so that he could make a dramatic entry into the 
world of music.

Neither dramatic entry had proved to be very dramatic in the end. In San Diego he had shaved off 
his beard after two days of parading around with it, showing his friends how the hermit’s life in 
the desert had changed him. In Durban he had been shaved by the neat little razor-wielding 
business suits who ran the music industry.

Now here he was in the dark northland, consuming chocolate and bananas and working as a wall-
painter and a caretaker of the SUDS computer. It had cost him plenty of molars to get this far in 
life and he didn’t necessarily want to pay any more molars for the privilege of getting further - but 
then again, if it was a choice between a molar and ticket to a black hole, he’d hand in the molar 
immediately, without any further questions.

*

All the hard-working citizens of the northland were tucked up under their duwe’s, wrapped in cozy 
dreams of summer vacations on the canary islands or winter vacations in the Alps. Flex, however, 
was nowhere near dreamland, unless you wanted to describe his life as a dream - like in that song: 
row row row your boat, gently down the stream, merrily, merrily, merrily, life is but a dream...

Flex was busy at this unholy hour entering words into his computer memory. He had decided that 
it was time he kept a diary of the events of his life. Unexciting as they might seem to be now, in 
the future they might prove to be of some significance, perhaps to a sociologist or social 
psychologist working on his doctorate in the late 21st century, or even the early 22nd. It wasn’t 
likely that things would change all that much in the world now that central control had been 
established by the bankers, so a glimpse at life during the transitional period might prove to be of 
interest for the young evolutionary revolutionaries of the future.

That was all eyewash or hogwash or whatever you wanted to call it. He was writing his diary 
because he was quite sure that if he didn’t write down now what he was doing, then he would 
probably forget it all later. In fact this was not the first time that he had engaged in diary writing. 
Back in his Los Angeles days, when he was learning how to typeset and cut and paste he had also 
kept a diary, of sorts. It was mostly full of his emotional ramblings, his depressions, his broken 
hearts, his disappointments, one or two small temporary triumphs had also been recorded, but 
mostly it was dreary reading and so he hadn’t bothered to read much of it. But these new diaries - 
the Northland Diaries he had decided to call them - these new ones would be filled with the 
beautiful moments of his life, the moments that had brought him pleasure and most of all the 
moments that had brought him wisdom. Yes. He was determined to leave behind a record of how 
he, Flex, had developed into a person with a personality. Now that may sound stupid to some 
people, but Flex knew how hard it was to get a personality working properly. It took quite a bit of 
concentration. And in order to get the concentration required there were a few things you had to do 
first. One of them was to avoid getting distracted by the outside world. Back in the early days of 
his life he had tried to avoid distraction by going into the New Mexico desert. But that had been a 
bust because vodka and orange juice and the Tonight show had distracted him from reaping much 
benefit from those long lonely days of concentration.
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No. Now he had entered a new world: He had dumped his TV and he had acquired a wall. 
Acquisition of the wall had been even more significant than the TV dump. The wall was endless. 
He knew he would never finish painting it. He painted regularly every morning and filled broad 
bands of square meters with smooth white paint that had no political or social significance at all. It 
was just a coating, a temporary coating that gave the room, when it was finished, an illusion of 
space. But it was in this illusory space that Flex could lose himself. And each time that he lost 
himself in that space, time stopped. Eternity took over. The universe became Flex and Flex 
became the universe. He was waves of potential being pushed along with all the other waves of 
potential. And he was not alone. He was imbedded in the universe.

But the wall was also particles. Events. Events that had crystallized in time. And he was adding to 
the substance of events by coating the wall with white paint. In a few years the white would 
degenerate to off-white, then to creamy yellow and then it would begin to flake and the grey 
surface underneath would show again and then, if the walls withstood the test of time, another 
Flex-type character would come by and repaint the wall, long after Flex was gone, his waves and 
particles in another space and time.

His diary was for that future Flex-like character who was interested in the white wall TV of the 
universe, the screen of the imagination, not centrally controlled by the bankers in business-suits 
wielding the razor blades that denuded the mind of its bushy growth.

*

At six o’clock in the morning, just before Flex was getting ready to leave to go and paint the wall, 
Serena called. This was normal. She also got up early in the morning because her job demanded it, 
and often, over her breakfast cup of tea she would dial Flex’s number and chit chat with him for a 
while. It was good for both of them. Better than a caffein jolt because it was a feeling that stayed 
with them the whole day instead of just for an hour or so until the next cup of Java renewed it.

She was finding her job challenging, as before, but a certain note of frustration had been creeping 
into her voice of late. Flex, being the perceptive being that he was, managed to make her aware of 
his observation in such a way that she could take care of it herself, work on it to make it better. In 
fact this early morning before the wall, and before she went to her office, they discussed the 
frustration openly:

“You see,”  she said, “although I believe I’m doing valuable work in the field and learning a lot, 
there is very little time, because of the grueling schedule, to get down to the things I really hoped 
to learn from this job. I spend all my time just trying to clear my desk of all the crap that get 
thrown onto it each day. I have no time to deepen my knowledge, and nobody else seems to have 
any time to show me the things I think are essential to learn.”

Flex said: “Yeah, but what about the boss? I thought you had a rapport going with him. He likes 
you, doesn’t he?”

“I’m not so sure any more,”  said Serena. “He is over worked and under pressure as well. There’s a 
new guy in the company just came over from our biggest competitors, and he got some great 
publicity in the local press, everybody seems to be pinning big hopes on him to give the company 
a big boost. It must be like weight on my boss’s head at the moment, knowing that his successor 
has just arrived on the scene and is ready to take over at any time.”
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“That still shouldn’t stop you from getting to where you want to get,”  said Flex. “Have you made 
a list of your goals?”

“Of course,”  said Serena. “I know exactly what I want to do and where I want to go. It’s just a 
matter or having the time at my disposal. I’m so exhausted at night that I just fall into the sack and 
sleep until it’s time to get up and go to work again in the morning.”

“But you have time to talk to me,” said Flex.

“Oh,” asked Serena, “would you like me to stop calling you?”

“No, of course not,” said Flex.

“And I won’t stop calling you. It helps me see myself, see what I can do, where I’m going. 
Besides...”  Serena hesitated long enough for Flex to ask: “Besides what?”  To which Serena 
replied: “Besides the fact that I like you.”

Now that left Flex without anything to say at all. In fact it confused and embarrassed him a little 
because of all people who could say something like that to him, Serena was the one he most 
appreciated it from. And he would have told her any number of wonderful things, how much he 
liked her, for instance, how wonderful she was for being the friend that she had been, but just then 
Serena added: “Well, I’ve got to run now or I’ll be late. Maybe I’ll call you tomorrow morning. 
I’m not sure. I’ve been oversleeping lately and it takes all the energy I’ve got to get myself up out 
of bed. Have a nice time painting.”

Flex thanked her and hung up and then looked around at his little kitchen and thought to himself 
how nice it would be if Serena were present at the kitchen table instead of seven hundred odd 
kilometers away. But that would of course mean complications, complicated social complications 
and personal complications and probably financial complications - ugh - all much too much for 
him at this early hour.

He picked up his cup and drank off what was left in it and then got up and put on his coat and 
wool cap and gloves and headed out into the darkness and ice cold of the northland winter. 
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FLEX CONTINUES

Flex was back in the land of the living. He hadn’t really ever left it, though at times he had seemed 
to drift more over toward blind submission than to anything else. Still, he had managed somehow 
to slip between Skylla and Charybdis and of course past the nasty-beautiful Sirens and now here 
he was, on the threshold of a new era - well at least a new era for Flex.

For the first time in 15 years, Flex was finally in a position to say that he was keeping things 
together. He had cut his ties with the Nasties of his old world - the Suds gig was running, so that 
he had steady work - and of course painting that wall in the factory was continuing each morning 
as usual. The paint he used was closer whitewash than anything else. There was really no reason 
for him to do what he was doing. But of course he did it anyway, because somebody had asked 
him to do it and it seemed like a good idea at the time, especially since he had been looking for a 
way to survive, and now there he was, every morning, gliding that brush across the wall and 
painting it white, white, white.

Flex had no real reason to feel satisfied with himself, but a slight feeling of self-satisfaction had 
begun to arise within him of late. On the one hand it made him feel good, like self-satisfaction is 
supposed to do. But on the other hand, he felt uneasy. Uneasy about whether or not he should feel 
satisfied with himself - whether he could EVER feel satisfied with himself.

He got as far as an internal discussion as to whether there was a reason he should look for in his 
childhood for why he had this conflict when the telephone rang.

It was Serena. She had a problem and Flex was supposed to advise her. Actually both Flex and 
Serena were lonely, far apart from each other, and needed someone to talk to very desperately. 
Especially Serena. It made Flex feel an emotion for her that could be viewed by someone looking 
in from outside as tending toward the direction of love. Flex would never concede that of course. 
He told himself each time that she just needed affection and human warmth like any other 
creature. That was why she called him and took him into her circle of friendship.

Flex loved to talk with her because she told interesting stories about how people at work behaved. 
Her personality descriptions were very good. And when he asked her about what they looked like, 
often he discovered that he had formed the right mental picture just from hearing her describe the 
personality of the person.

“Oh Flex,”  said Serena, “I’m so glad that you’re home tonight. You won’t believe how idiotic 
people can be - listen to this: I was standing in the corridor next to the copy room talking with the 
QM...”

“The what?” asked Flex.

“The QM, the Quality Manager.”

“OK, I understand, go ahead.”

“Well,”  continued Serena, “I was talking with the QM about some tests he wanted to run on a new 
product that I’m working on when Krista Quayle walked up. I mean it was obvious that she had 
copies to make, but she stopped to chat - not with me but with the QM - interrupting our 
conversation - and then after flapping her eyelashes for a few sexy seconds at the end, she went 
into the copy room without even acknowledging my existence.”
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Flex waited to hear more but Serena was waiting for Flex to react. He reacted with: “And what did 
you do next?”

“What could I do? I finished up my conversation with the QM and went back to my office.”

“And what about this Krista woman? What does she have to do with you?”

“Didn’t I tell you?”  said Serena. “She’s supposed to be my assistant!”  She waited for Flex to react, 
but he was waiting for Serena to continue. She did: “Her probation period ended on the first of 
December and ever since then she’s been acting as if she was going to sleep with every man in the 
office and step into my job as soon as she gets everybody to hate me enough...”

“Mobbing,” said Flex.

“Yeah,” said Serena, “mobbing!”

*

Flex spent about half an hour talking Serena down from her paranoia, then another half an hour 
trying to help her find a few probable solutions. It was her problem of course, and she would have 
to implement any solutions, 

Flex spent the rest of the evening sorting through his record collection. He had been asked by his 
friend Jammy to pick some music for a video clip that Jammy was working on. So Flex went 
through some of his old jazz records and looked at titles, remembering riffs, sorting the records 
out into three piles: Yes, Very Good, Maybe.

The clip was only three minutes long, but there were four important scenes and they all needed 
different styles of music. Flex was happy to be able to help out. The jazz record collection had 
been his mother’s. She had loved jazz: Coltrane, Gillespie, Miles Davis - in his early days. Flex 
had heard the records so often that he knew the tracks almost by heart. Jammy was good with 
modern music, but this clip needed jazz.

The next day was a Saturday, and after ritual shopping he put the chosen records into a plastic bag, 
put the plastic bag in his back pack, tightened the chord at the top, and got on his bike and peddled 
to Jammy’s place.

The ride out there was always worth the trip. As he cruised over the bridge he looked over the rail 
at the lake and its calming blue surface. The sky was blue today, the lake was blue. The sails on 
the sailboats are white when they are on the lake - but not today. Not in December.

He crossed the marker for 10 degrees longitude, wheeled up along the east side of the lake and 
then rode down to the water’s edge, along the short promenade where a futurist boatman poles his 
cement boat up on top of a grey cement pedestal. His futurist attempt at motion through multi-
dimentionality tries hard. But the boatman is not in motion. When Flex looked at the statue, he 
always thought of Three Men in A Boat, which made him immediately associate to the nursery 
rhyme: Rub a dub dub, three men in a tub...

So it was at the monument to the Boatman that he turned right to go up one of the busiest arteries 
in the city.



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 108



A wide four lane avenue, it had enough space on either side of the main carriageway for parking, 
for broad sidewalks and for a bike lane.

Riding up here he was able to view the city in action. People going to and coming from 
everywhere. People in cars, people on bikes, people walking. Action. Noise. Smells: perfumes, 
aftershaves, from the men and women walking along the sidewalk. Gasoline, diesel, burning 
rubber from the cars. Flex had to pay attention to everything. Watch the road, watch the people, 
listen out for cars behind him or to his right and left. It was realtime city riding, the kind that he 
liked best. Though he had nothing against the country runs he had done from time to time.

Up past the three towers and the police station, the Greek restaurant, the subway station; up the 
avenue he rode, the Saturday afternoon air crisp and fresh in his nostrils, mixed with the odor of 
traffic, both mechanical and human.

Despite the fact that he had to pay attention to so many different things, he also got time to think. 
And he started thinking about some mighty interesting things about two minutes after he had 
passed the shopping center and the slot machine salon.

The week before, a guy had taken him to dinner. It had been an amazing experience for Flex. The 
guy had a very strange laugh, high-pitched and penetrating, the kind of laugh you would recognize 
again anywhere. But it had something hysterical about it. It was on the edge of turning into 
laughter that he would never be able to turn off, laughter that would cascade as he plummeted over 
into the abyss.

What the guy said was credible, but somehow it rang false. He seemed to be offering Flex a job, 
but he never made a concrete offer. He wanted Flex to wait until January when the right people 
would be back in town and could guide Flex through the process.

“What process?” thought Flex.

What disturbed Flex the most was when the guy told him a story about how he got his nine-year-
old son to sign a contract so that he could work with the company. The guy said it was a play 
contract, but “What for?”  thought Flex. You don’t get a kid sign a contract with you. You signed 
the contract when you decided to have the kid so it’s up to you to spend time interacting with him 
and guiding him toward positive goals.

Flex had asked him: “How long is the contract for?”

The guy hesitated a moment but then he laughed his crazy laugh and said: “For 7 years.”  Then 
when Flex only nodded and smiled back at him, the guy continued: “But after he’s sixteen he gets 
a 7 million year contract!”  After saying that he laughed again, a little longer and a little more 
hysterically than before. When he was finally finished laughing, he winked at Flex and said: “I 
was only joking.”

Flex smiled politely, like he had done throughout dinner. Of course the guy was joking. Nobody in 
their right mind would sign a 7 million year contract for any reason in the world. And then he 
remembered that it was the devil who always presented people with a seven year contract.
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Flex parked his bike in front of Jammy’s apartment house. It was a massive 5-story block in red 
brick, done up to modern specifications, with a lot of plastic-coated metal piping around the 
outside, and double-glazed windows against the traffic, and up on the 5th floor where Jammy 
lived, a great view from the 2 balconies - one looking into the courtyard, one looking out over the 
city skyline to the northeast, where in the distance you could see the high-rise apartment blocks 
built in the 60s to house the boomtown families, apartments that meant well but turned out to be 
nothing except tall ghettos stinking with illicit sex, daily crime and drugs of your choice.

“But that’s what makes a city a city,”  thought Flex as he rode up to Jammy’s apartment on the 
elevator.

“Hey Flex, how ya doin,” said Jammy from the open doorway as Flex stepped out of the elevator.

“I’m doin fine,” said Flex. “I brought some music for the clip.”

“Cool,” said Jammy. 

Flex entered, took off his coat, emptied his back pack of the records and settled in on the living 
room couch. Jammy had put on a kettle and was busy making tea in the kitchen.

Jammy came in carrying two big mugs full of milky sweet tea and then proceeded to record the 
tracks that Flex proposed to him. He recorded seven tracks in all and was satisfied that the solution 
to his music problem was in there among them somewhere. During the recording they talked of 
course. And afterwards as well.

Jammy had just survived a crisis.

Flex heard the pieces between the music and was able to understand the following:

Jammy’s wife wanted them to move out of the spacious apartment with two balconies that they 
had now, to an equally spacious apartment with two balconies on the loudest street in the city.

Flex commented at that point that just the constant noise of traffic would have prevented him from 
going anywhere near it.

“Ah, yes,”  said Jammy, “but the apartment was insulated so that you could hear yourself breathe 
in there. They even had special filters in the windows.”

“Yeah,”  answered Flex, “because the pollutants from the street would kill you in a month if the air 
wasn’t filtered.”

Jammy didn’t think that was funny. Of course Flex hadn’t meant it to be funny.

“Anyway,”  continued Jammy, “she is proposing that we make the change at the relatively cheap 
cost of only 50 thousand.”

“50 thousand?”  marveled Flex. “With fifty thousand I could put my dot com company on the stock 
market.”

“Stop taking the mickey Flex,” said Jammy. “We’re not going to do it.”
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“Why not?”

Jammy looked up to see if Flex was smiling, but Flex was really interested and wanted to know, so 
Jammy told him exactly how it developed and how it ended.

First of all they went there and had a look at the place. It was apparently a marvel of interior 
design, luxury appurtenances, the whole works and filtered windows but the hook was - besides 
the fact that there was no elevator and it was at the top of a building built 100 years ago - the point 
of the hook was a mere 50 thousand “one-time lump-sum payment”  and the place was theirs at the 
low rent of only 1800 a month - excluding gas and electric and all that.

The salesman must have been a magician because Jammy’s wife was blinded by the light and 
knew that she just had to had to live there. Jammy saw the iceberg coming and steered for calmer 
waters. As it turned out, the sum was thankfully beyond even her wildest dreams and they were 
saved from a life of “sin and misery in the House of the Rising Sun.”

“Amen,” said Flex.

“You can say that again,” said Jammy.

Flex said it again: “Amen.”

*

Flex was back home again. He had put his records away and was just going to check his email 
when the phone rang.

It was Eddie.

The only way you could describe the relationship between Eddie and Flex was to say that Eddie 
was a “tech”  buddy. Flex and Eddie had gone to different schools together, where they learned the 
same trade. They were about the same age. Eddie was maybe a year or two younger. But, unlike 
Flex, Eddie had a career. He worked for big companies, pulled in big paychecks, dressed well, had 
two cars and went on vacation all the time. The only thing he never could seem to get was a steady 
and calm love life. Flex was a good listener, so that’s why, from time to time, Flex heard from 
Eddie.

This time Eddie unburdened his soul about a woman he had met while he was on vacation in 
Greece - a French girl who lived in Lyon. After the vacation affair, he went to visit her in Lyon. 
They chose a three-day weekend. He flew in, booked into a good hotel, picked her up in front of 
the Hotel de Ville and took her to the restaurant she recommended - an exquisite choice - out of 
the way, quiet, the kitchen ruled by a stout woman with a chef’s big white beret over her hair. Her 
head and shoulders were visible from time to time when she passed behind the slot in the wall 
through which she handed through the dishes to be served.

 The air was heavy with the smell of garlic and onions browned in oil and tomato sauce which had 
been simmering on the stove since morning, getting thicker and richer as the night progressed.

Eddie was hungry - not only for food and wine, but hungry for love as well. And all his wishes 
were granted. Food and wine and love, his to enjoy to his fullest desire for three wonderful days. 
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When it came time for him to go to the airport and board the plane back home, he was already 
thinking about how he could swing his business life toward getting closer to this woman.

The phone calls continued. Eddie paid for her to come visit him. She loved his apartment. 
Everything was wonderful. It was a short weekend, not a long one, and he wanted her to stay with 
him forever. But he drove her to the airport in time to catch her plane.

In the car she told him that she was pregnant.

Eddie was overjoyed. He almost had an accident because he was so distracted by the news. He 
offered to marry her immediately. He wanted to marry her immediately. She said she wasn’t sure, 
her last relationship had been so destructive, anyway she had decided that on Monday she was 
going to have an abortion and...

Eddie was shocked. He drove on in silence and put her on the plane and went home and walked 
around in a daze for a few weeks. Then one day he phoned her again. She answered like nothing 
had changed between them. As if no time had passed. She was fine. No mention of the abortion. 
He didn’t ask.

No she was too busy to meet him, but maybe they could spend a week together after Thanksgiving 
when she had time off.

Thanksgiving came and went and he tried to call her but there was no reply to his messages left on 
her machine. Nothing.

Flex had listened to Eddie without comment and now it was obviously up to him to say something 
helpful. What could he say?

*

“Eddie,” said Flex, “you are being yo-yoed.”

“I’m being what?”  screamed Eddie through the phone. It was loud enough so that Flex had to 
move the receiver a few centimeters away from his ear.

“Have you had dinner?” asked Flex suddenly.

“Dinner? What about dinner? I’m not hungry. I’m sad.”  Eddie ran out of wind at the end of the 
row of sentences and there was silence on the line for a few seconds.

Flex enjoyed the atmospherics for a while before finally saying: “Eddie, I bet this girl is a terrific 
looker, she doesn’t say much, except to ask you questions, and she has a group of friends who all 
look nice enough but you don’t want to get near them and she doesn’t encourage mixing. Right?”

Eddie hesitated for a moment and then said: “Right.” His voice was calm.

Flex continued: “She’s bait Eddie. She hooks you and pulls you in toward the group - but the 
group turns you off, so before they turned your affair with her off for good, they sussed out the 
possibilities of trapping you. During that time they played you like a Yo-Yo.”

Eddie had returned to calm now: “Who are you talking about when you say THEY?”



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 112



“Her friends.”

“But I think I only met her friends twice. Once at her cousin’s house in the country near Lyon, and 
then once at a kind of bar in the city where they seemed to meet regularly. And she didn’t try and 
get me to like them. No, I can’t believe she was directed by people from outside. No. She had a 
strong personality in many respects...”

Flex broke in: “But she got lots of phone calls on her mobile phone while you were together, or 
sometimes called her father in the evenings and had long talks with him.”

Silence over the line. Then Eddie said: “She called her cousin.”  A short silence and then: “How do 
you know these things?”

“It’s the method. The modus operandi, the MO. Puppets can’t think on their feet like individuals 
can, in fact they MUSN’T think independently, so they need a direct line to the puppet master.”

Eddie ruminated for a few seconds before saying: “It answers a lot of behavior questions, but its 
on the border of paranoia.”

Flex said: “Even if she wasn’t a puppet, Eddie, look at it this way: Without her you’re free to 
concentrate on being Eddie to the best of your ability. Eddie the electronic whiz kid.”

“Yeah Flex, sounds real great,”  said Eddie, “but I’m not such a kid any more. I want to have a 
settled life, a few kids running around - I want to enjoy them before I’m a doddering idiot.”

Flex said: “Eddie, eat something. Make a nice hot cup of Chamomile tea with honey, drink it, go 
to bed. Don’t smoke too many cigarettes. Tomorrow night we’ll meet and go to dinner. What do 
you say to that?”

Eddie didn’t hesitate a moment: “Sure Flex. The Indian restaurant again? At seven thirty?”

“Yeah,” said Flex, “the Indian restaurant at seven thirty.”

*

After a busy weekend, Flex was ready for work on Monday. At six he left the house, dark as it was 
outside, on his bike, and peddled to the factory. The first shift started at 6:30 and Flex liked to 
arrive and start with them, even though he didn’t mix with them or stay as long as they did. It was 
his show of solidarity. He was also a worker. Six thirty start. Of course by ten he was finished and 
peddling over to SUDS where he ran through the line, checked the computer for defects, found 
none, had a cup of coffee with Trixie in the office, gossiped a little, and then rode home.

It was 2 o’clock. A normal day for Flex. Sometimes his work days outside were even shorter. Of 
course at home the work day went on. It just had a different character. He could get up when he 
wanted. He could go to the kitchen to eat. He could step outside into the garden and listen to the 
birds chirp. He could get on his bike and go for a ride. He could lie on his bed and take a nap. He 
could take off all his clothes and walk around naked - which he did sometimes after a particularly 
cleansing bath - and yet he could sit down, naked or not, at his desk and do some work and even, 
from time to time, get paid for it.
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But he knew his existence was tenuous. Not like Eddie. Eddie had a reputation. Eddie had a carrier 
behind him and one ahead of him. He probably had enough money stashed so that he would never 
have to worry about being a beggar in his old age. Everything worked out. But not Flex. Flex was 
always living on this month’s paycheck. Somehow he just couldn’t build up a backlog. There was 
never enough left over to put away for 20 years. It always got used up.

Flex never complained about his state much. He was so used to it. He wondered if being rich 
would change him. He had seen how the very rich are burdened by their wealth, how difficult it 
was for them to be normal about being rich. And of course the fear. The fear that someone will 
come and take it all away from me. That fear is so great among the rich that there is a whole 
stratus of advisors who collect a lot of money from the rich - thus becoming rich themselves - by 
advising them what to do with their wealth - which different baskets to put their eggs into.

Flex only had one basket. A small basket at that. It didn’t ever hold that many eggs even when it 
was full.

But Eddie is Eddie, thought Flex. And I’m me.

And with that conclusion behind him, he started his morning’s work on the factory wall, gliding 
the paint-filled brush up and down and across the wall, transforming a gray cement wall into an 
infinite field of white, white, white white, white...

FLEX SEES FACES

Flex had a hard time after the last good time and he hung around the house moody most of the 
time. It was Winter, what could he do? The best thing is to always keep warm. That’s how Flex 
came to always wear three pairs of socks in the winter. Thin, thick, thin. Three layers that 
insulated his feet and absorbed stray wetness from outside in a wider range of defenses.

But the subject of how he came to wear three layers of socks was put on a shelf immediately by a 
phone call from Serena.

She was not as serene as her name described her to be.

“Flex,”  she said in her best controlled emotion voice so that he got the message immediately that 
he wasn’t supposed to interrupt her: “Flex, I won! I won!”

Flex listened to her say it in a controlled voice a few more times. She eventually stopped saying it 
and said:

“Down in the lunch room at the company there was a charity lottery and I bought a ticket like 
everybody else and now I won a holiday to…”  And of course she had to stop there if for no other 
reason then that she had a perfect sense for the dramatic moment. But the pause got so long that 
Flex began to wonder if she’d perhaps forgotten where she was going to be going on her happy 
holiday.

“I can’t think of anywhere I want to go. I like it here and why should I leave? I’ll take the money 
and stay.”
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Flex didn’t understand very much of anything Serena was saying but he listened to her because 
that what friends do. They listen to their friends babble. They know an explanation will come 
because they believe their friends are sane and coherent and therefore will make sense if given a 
chance. Flex was giving Serena a chance.

Serena was taking her time with it.

“Maybe I didn’t explain myself properly,” she said, I’ll try again. Are you still there Flex?”

“Yes of course, where else would I be?”

Flex made sure to grunt appropriately in the gaps between what she said, but he gave her lots of 
room to talk.

“I told you the part about the lottery? Right? Well, that was just half of it. The other half is that it 
was for a charity. Now the charity is one that has lots to do with organ transplants and well, things 
that I can’t tell you about because it’s business. Anyway, I was in the canteen and behind the 
checkout there was a book of tickets and a box for the money. I tore out a ticket, put in some paper 
money and forgot about it until my friend Fiona said that the lottery winner must be celebrating by 
now. And I said Oh Who won and she said she didn’t know and I went down to the canteen for a 
coffee break and I saw the number posted and it was mine and I asked the lady behind the 
checkout what I should do and she said Wait and she called somebody and in about thirty seven 
seconds a man in a suit - silver grey silk and a Chirac haircut supreme, with lips paper thin and 
eyes that remind me of the men who used to follow Caesar around.”

“Caesar who?” asked Flex.

“I can’t remember his last name and it doesn’t matter, what’s important is the story.”

And Flex, retaining his perfect duty as a friend, lent his left ear and all of his concentration to 
Serena once again.

“He took me to an office which was up a back stairway and asked me to sit down. It didn’t look 
like it was his office. It didn’t have anything personal in it. You know? And he waited for a 
moment and then asked me my name, and after I told him he waited again and a man walked in 
and didn’t close the door behind him. He was an older man - that is, older than the guy who took 
me to the room. Caesar.”

“This guy’s name was Caesar?” asked Flex.

“No, his name was not Caesar. But he was the Caesar in the relationship between the first man and 
… oh, just listen. The Caesar man looked at me and then at the other man and the other man 
introduced Mr Blababida to me, with my name fresh on his lips and then everybody smiled and 
me too and they told me I had won a holiday - after of course the secretary who had been in the 
door from about halfway through the time after Caesar arrived, after the secretary took a good 
look at my ticket number and at the stub, compared the perforations and declared me a Yes and 
then they said: You won a two week holiday to a Mediterranean location of your choosing. And 
then they waited for me maybe to say of Yes thanks I know exactly where I want to go and where 
I want to stay, I have the two weeks coming to me on March the blablabla and please book 
everything now and give it to me in writing. But I didn’t do that. I said, I don’t know. They said 
think about it. If you don’t want to go anywhere you can cash in for the value of the package 
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holiday 4,500 excluding tax. Get in contact with Mizz Soanso here and may your journey be a 
pleasant one. And then the secretary led me out of the office while Caesar and his left hand man 
were left to consult on the Fall of the Roman Empire.”

Flex felt it would be OK to talk now since Serena had talked for such a long time. Flex had grown 
better at concentration, but still from time to time his concentration wavered and he thought about 
other thing.

Faces for example.

*

Flex had not only seen many faces lately, he had even been able to recognize some people through 
their faces, people he had never seen before and people he would most probably never see again.

Of course he knew that he was a face too. People looked at him and recognized him. But the faces 
lately had been remarkable for their differentiation.

The first face had been of a man once famous. He was entering a house and he turned for a 
moment to look out at the street and I saw his profile, that recognizable nose of his, long and red 
and turned slightly at the end so you wonder how often he has had his fingers on his nose pulling 
at the tip or squeezing the septum through the skin.

And his hair is grey now but he still looks young. It’s in the way he carries his face. He is not 
disappointed with himself. He is satisfied that he has done his jobs well and fulfilled his duties. He 
doesn’t look downcast. He looks like he’s looking forward to something. His eyes are blue and 
they sparkle. His eyes sparkled in that second that he turned to look across the street behind him 
and then his profile disappeared and he was up the steps and in the building and I kept crossing the 
street away from him.

It’s funny how some people keep their faces all their lives and how some let their faces be ravaged 
by age or emotion or illness.

The next face was among a group of faces. The faces belonged to black men. They were faces 
alive with a bundle of messages all at once. I looked at the face that had attracted my attention 
first. A studious face. This man had worked his brain for some time and the lines on his forehead 
spoke of directed concentration on written material - words on paper. He didn’t wear glasses. His 
hair was trimmed short but not shaved fashionably behind the ears or at the base of the neck. His 
cheeks were a little sunken but not because he was hungry. His skin was healthy and had a good 
sheen. His eyes were unclouded and he saw me looking at him and in courtesy I looked away.

Then the differences started to appear between him and the others.

As I took notice of the group of faces and their common characteristics, the shape of the skull, the 
space between the eyes wide and open, the noses all a little Arabic. The fingers long and the 
language mixed with French. Equatorial coast somewhere. And happy about something. Laughing, 
talking in their jargon mix. Smiling. An intimate group of three. All dressed similarly in Winter 
street gear, snow and ice being no reason not to be fashion-conscious.
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The first face of the group had his body in a shirt and tie and jacket topped by a beige winter coat 
laced with leather. His trousers were wool. Thick knit. The clincher was his briefcase. He was a 
professional man. The briefcase was worn but it wasn’t just carrying his lunch.

Of course everybody carries their lunch to work in their briefcase from time to time, but his 
briefcase had more than just yogurt and a sandwich in it.

My first guess was student, but his clothes were already really his style and a second glance at his 
face and his sparse beard and I knew I had under-estimated his age. He was older. A staff man with 
line duties. A researcher at a higher level. Maybe law. Or the psychological division of medicine.

The bus stopped and the door opened and the faces all changed.

*

Serena had arrived at the part about when she got home after work and started thinking about 
where she would like to go on vacation.

“I thought for a few moments and nothing even came in to my head for me to throw out. And then 
I thought about the money. Four and a half thousand is a good bit of cash. I could find a few ways 
to spend it on improving my mood.”  She giggled. “But then I got the horrible thought that 
shouldn’t I give my luck to someone who needs it more than me? I thought, you see, that I’d give 
it back to the charity and they would find something good to do with it.”

“They made money for the charity selling the tickets. They made much much more than four and a 
half thousand, otherwise they wouldn’t have given away so much.”  Flex was reasoning with his 
calculator.

“No,”  said Serena. “It’s not a question of how much or how little they make. It’s a question of 
whether it is morally correct for me to accept money from a charity that needs it more than me - 
that is, the people it benefits need it more than me.”

“How do you know?”  asked Flex, enjoying his role as devil’s advocate. “Who does the charity 
benefit? The people at the bottom or the people at the top?”

“Why everybody of course. The charity needs oil to run its engine.”

“Yeah, but how much of the oil money gets to the people the charity says are the needy ones that 
they help?”

“Oh Flex, you don’t trust anybody anymore? They have needy people. They must.”

“Like who?” persisted Flex.

“Well, maybe the families of the organ donors. Maybe if the family of the donor is needy then 
they give the family money as thanks for the organ.”

Flex made a clucking noise and then said: “To me it sounds very close to paying for organs. What 
if the needy families suddenly realize that they can get more by selling off the bits and pieces of 
their kids than if they send them to school for 13 years and have to pay for their food and clothes, 
especially their clothes, and their CDs, or whatever else will come in the future.
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—Hey Mom, look at this, they’re offering a new car and three weeks all expenses paid in Las 
Vegas for the first 100 families who sign up their kids as donors.”

“OK Flex,”  said Serena in her >I’m tired of you< voice. “You don’t have to make everything 
sound so corrupt and horrible. It’s not that bad. It’s a fine upstanding charity. It must be or the 
hospital wouldn’t let it have a lottery there.”

Flex was just going to say How do you know, when his doorbell rang.

“Can you hold on for a minute while I go answer the door?”

Serena said Yes and he put the receiver down and answered the door. It was a man dressed in 
brown from head to foot and he had a thick package for Flex. Flex signed on the rectangular 
window of the hand-held computer with the plastic pen the delivery man gave him. Flex then 
handed over the computer and the guy handed over the package.

Serena was curious. “Open it,” she said. “Tell me what’s inside.”

“I have to find out who it’s from first,” said Flex.

“No you don’t,” said Serena. “After you open it you’ll know who it’s from.”

“But I haven’t been expecting any packages,” said Flex. “What if it’s a letter bomb?”

“Will you stop it. You have never done or said anything that would inspire any crazy person to 
send you a letter bomb. — Or have you?”

“Of course not,”  said Flex, ”but if the person is crazy then you don’t have to inspire them with 
anything. They inspire themselves.”

“Just open it,” said Serena. The impatience in her voice was increasing.

Flex scratched at the thick bands of tape. “I need a knife,”  he said to Serena and reached into the 
pen-holder on his desk and took out a sharp letter opener and stuck it through the tape. Then he 
picked at the tear and pulled enough away so that he could get at the flap below. He pulled open 
the flap and pulled a cassette, a CD and a small package full of photographs from the package.

“Hey,” said Flex in a happy voice. “It’s my care package from Mike and the crew.”

“The Americans?” asked Serena.

“Yeah,” said Flex. “Some new music and photos from last summer. Cool.”

“And what kind of music?” asked Serena.

“I don’t know. It’s always different, but it’s always real good. I’ll put the cassette in and you can 
hear some.”
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Serena and Flex were still talking on the telephone about an hour later. Flex had convinced her to 
take the money, put it in the bank, let it gather interest, and later, if she felt like it, she could look 
around for suitable people to donate a part or all of it to. Depending on how she felt after she had 
slept on it for a few nights.

The she told Flex about a headhunter who had called her at home two nights ago. He had made an 
appointment to see her and today she had gone to see him after work. Apparently because Serena 
is highly qualified and because she’s a female, she is hot property in the marketplace. Big firms are 
concerned with the image they present to the public. They want a broad image, not just a 
monolithic grey stone face.

Serena said the man had very thin lips. Almost no lips at all. “How could anyone want to kiss 
him? What would it feel like to be kissed by such razor thin lips? Would thy slice you up into 
strips of bacon?” Serena waxed poetic.

She had met the man at a pub about fifteen minutes walk away from work. A place she never went 
and where she was sure none of the people from her company ever frequented.

It was too modern. Too much of a theme pub. All the decorations had been picked out of a 
catalogue and the package had been designed by a company that specialized in franchised pub 
design. Serena thought it was just the right place to meet a headhunter.

He was friendly, smiling, and very direct: “You’re worth a lot of money on the market Mizz 
Montag,”  he said. He kept using her family name all the time and she got tired of hearing it so 
often. Then he said that there were three companies interested in hiring her and that if she’d just 
consider going to the interviews, his job would be finished and she would most probably never see 
him again.

Serena said she would take a copy of his visiting card and call him back with an answer as soon as 
she had thought it over.

“But I think I’m going to stay where I am,”  she said to Flex. “I’ve been working here for just a 
little over a year. I thought it would be just another job, but there are a few people here who are 
OK. I’m not ready to go anywhere soon.”

Flex wanted to know how much they were offering her.

“In money?” asked Serena.

“Not in corn flakes,” said Flex.

“Much more money,”  said Serena. “The man with no lips said the companies were flexible with 
their salary offers, but that the minimum I could hope for a 10 percent rise in pay. Plus holiday pay 
and thirteenth month. It’s a lot of money.”

“Plus all that money you won in the lottery. Man it was really your lucky day!”  He didn’t sound 
jealous, but there was an edge to his voice.

“What do you mean Flex?”  asked Serena. “You think that headhunters are something evil and 
slimy?”
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“Oh no, not at all,”  replied Flex. “Headhunters just do their jobs, like everybody else. No. It’s just 
strange how sometimes all these things happen at once. All on one day. Remember last year how 
you were completely nervous that you wouldn’t find a job, and then you found one and now 
suddenly here you are winning a lottery - a small one of course - but four and half thousand is a 
nice little lump - and then some executive headhunter dangles a corporate future in front of you. 
It’s a big change, you must admit. Do you still think you’re not good enough?”

Serena let the line crackle with atmospheric silence. When she answered she said: “I’m still not as 
good as I want to be, but that doesn’t seem to make much of a difference to the people who want 
to hire me. No. I’m experienced in many things, but I still have more to learn and I’m learning it 
here where I work now and so I’d rather stay here than go somewhere else for more money and 
have to start learning all over again in a new environment. And maybe go to somewhere else 
where the people think I’ve already learned what I’m starting to learn right now. And then when 
they find out I haven’t learned it perfectly yet, they cut me off and I end up a housewife out of 
desperation and lack of opportunity. No thank you.”

Flex liked Serena’s logic.

*

Out in the real world again the next day, Flex saw more faces of interest.

The first one belonged to a tall man, a very tall man. he was thin and lanky but he moved 
smoothly. He had learned through sports to control his long limbs. That was obvious from the way 
that he walked onto the train. He bent his head to enter, but then straightened up immediately and 
used his height to survey the car and the people in it.

His eyes were large and glazed slightly, like someone who suffers from a gland disorder. But his 
face was thin and two deep folds on each side of his mouth told Flex that this man was also a 
worrier. The nicotine stains on the fingers of his right hand told Flex that he was a smoker. An 
excessive smoker or a smoker of non-filter cigarettes. The purple edges to the man’s lips and the 
grey cast to the skin on the man’s face told Flex that the man’s circulation was certainly not in 
good shape. Probably due to the cigarettes. And maybe he wasn’t doing the sport anymore either.

The tall man looked young, but he wouldn’t get to be very old if he didn’t get off that nicotine 
train thought Flex.

Oh well, we all learn the hard way.

The only woman’s face that struck him as unusual during his seeing faces period was the face of 
the driver of his train. She had taken over at the last station and since Flex was sitting in the first 
car, he had seen her enter the train and enter the driver’s compartment. She didn’t have a stupid 
face, but it was a face with thick features, a face where you’d have said the sculptor used too much 
clay. The nose was too thick, the lips were too thick, the ears were over large. But despite that 
there was a radiance coming through that told Flex this woman was not to be underestimated. She 
might just drive a subway train and look like a bear, but there was more to her than that.

Long after she had closed the door of the driver’s compartment and after the train had started its 
journey, Flex was still thinking about it. How did he know? Was he trying to play some kind of a 
Sherlock Holmes? If so, then what for?
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Well, Sherlock had good eyes. He could spot the connections between features and their origins 
quite well. But Sherlock was fictional. It was Arthur Conan Doyle who had made the observations 
and written them down so well.

No. Flex wasn’t going to reveal who had stolen the money’s paw just by looking at the bridge of a 
nose. But it had saved his dignity to be able to spot dangerous faces and crazy faces, and so maybe 
it was just a hobby he cultivated in order to avoid danger and embarrassing situations in the future.

And anyway, Flex was a curious type of guy and his curiosity had never gotten him into trouble 
yet. So far, it had only brought him wisdom.

EMOTIONS

Flex was touched. His emotions had been stirred up in the train that evening. He was riding home 
from a visit to Jammy and it was a long ride so he had buried his face in a book, but the couple on 
the seat behind him, who were facing the other way, began to talk about something very personal. 
Flex could hear them so well, and yet he thought: Maybe I shouldn’t be listening to them. But 
though they’re not talking loud, and the train wheels are making noise, I can still hear them. What 
can I do?

So, Flex listened:

The man was talking: Yeah and this time she screwed me over good! First the plan was that the 
kid would come to me on Friday, as usual. Then her father calls me and says he wants the kid on 
Sunday. I say, come here, have breakfast with us. He says: We have a rhythm on Sundays, you live 
too far away, blah blah blah, and them he says, I’ll think about it.

The girl then says: Well he wants to see the boy as much as you do!

The man replied: Sure. That’s not what I’m worried about. It’s the way things are done. Look, 
here’s what happened. She calls me suddenly on Thursday night and says: Uh, plans have 
changed, I’m driving down on Friday and we’re staying with my parents. I’ll bring him to you on 
Saturday. Then on Friday night I get a call telling me, No, she won’t be bringing him, she has to 
go to a party here in town tonight and so he’ll be coming in by train, but there isn’t one until 4 in 
the afternoon. I say, No way, I’ll go and pick him up at lunchtime. And then she says OK and 
hangs up and I suddenly realize I’ve been screwed. She got the call about the party on Thursday 
and screwed me so that she could go to the party.

The girl asked him: I don’t understand. How did she screw you?

He replied: She screwed me out of a whole day with my son. And she’s trying to get his visits 
down to once a month.

There was a pause and then the girl said: She must hate you a lot.

There was another pause. A longer one. Flex thought maybe the man had realized that Flex was 
listening and wouldn’t say anything more. Flex tried to start reading again.

Then the man spoke: She hates me more than I can even imagine.



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 121



The train stopped at a station and the doors opened and then the doors closed and the train got 
moving again. But the couple who had been sitting behind him were gone and Flex was left with 
the memory of the man’s voice. The strange way he had sounded. With his voice flat and 
emotionless when he said: She hates me more than I can even imagine. It was as if he was reciting 
such a well-known fact that no one could or would ever doubt its validity. And that astonished 
Flex. It astonished him because for the first time he had realized how factual hate could be.

*

But you can’t stay sad forever, thought Flex.
Of course you CAN stay sad forever if you want to, but Flex couldn’t imagine anybody ever 
wanting to stay sad all the time. Melancholia, thought Flex, of course there was melancholia. 
People did get melancholic and that became a clinical problem for them. They couldn’t function 
like normal people.

Ah, but what is normal? thought Flex. These days if you cover your flesh with pictures and you 
stick bits of metal through your skin, that’s normal. Or we are told that we should believe it’s 
normal. Actually, thought Flex, it’s more normal NOT to tattoo your flesh and NOT to stick bits of 
metal through your lips and nose and other parts of your body. A Lot more people DON’T engage 
in self-mutilation. It’s because of the shock value that the ones who do self-mutilate get brought to 
our attention.

Shock hits emotions. Emotions sell products.

Flex thought hard about it. What kind of a product did that guy try to sell me when I heard him 
talking about his kid and his ex-wife? Did he know I could hear him and that I would listen 
because it was a personal story, a bit of reality? Was he selling me reality or pseudo-reality? How 
can I tell the difference anyway? I don’t know the guy.

It’s confusing enough just to try and figure out my own life, thought Flex. What do I care if the 
guy was trying to sell me something or not? If it was pity he was trying to sell, I didn’t buy it. I 
didn’t pity him. All I did was recognize that hate has a material side that can be used against 
someone and that the psychological side of hate can cause damage to someone as well. This made 
hate a fact. Is this what he was trying to sell me? Recognition of hate as a fact?

Flex mused about that for a while. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps. But not likely. Probably the guy was 
just unburdening himself to someone who would listen sympathetically - the girl sitting next to 
him - and if I overheard him talking, well, what the hell, so what, we’d probably never meet 
anywhere and we wouldn’t recognize each other anyway if we did. Or would I remember his 
voice? thought Flex. Perhaps, perhaps, perhaps.

The train arrived at his stop. He was already standing by the door, so when he pressed the button 
and the door opened, all he had to do was put his foot over the threshold. But before he could, he 
felt someone put an arm on his shoulder and say: Flex, man, what are you doing here?

I’m getting off the train, said Flex instinctively. And stepped onto the platform.

Eddie got off the train too and stood next to Flex while the doors of the train closed and the train 
slipped out of the station.
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After it was quiet again and the breeze from the departing train had calmed down a bit, Eddie said: 
I’ve gotta catch the next train, but I can talk for a while, How have you been?

OK, said Flex. Nothing much to complain about these days. I’m working. What about you?

Eddie looked at his wristwatch and then up at the signboard that announced when the next train 
was coming: In 3 minutes. Then he said: At the moment I’m doing OK. I’m on my way to a 
friend’s place to play cards. But there’s a lot happening in the scene. Did you hear about Nasty?

No, what happened?

He’s had nothing but trouble for the last two months. First some dudes broke into his place and 
trashed everything. All the computers, everything.

Flex said: He wouldn’t let anyone get away with that.

Of course not said Eddie. But two weeks later they got Nasty.

What? Flex was surprised. Shot him? Killed him?

Almost killed him, said Eddie. They bashed him with lead pipes and kicked him into a bloody 
pulp. He’s still in hospital. He can’t talk and he’s almost blind.

Flex was shaking his head from side to side in shock. Did you go and see him?

Naw, said Eddie. Why should I? He’s not my family or anything.

Yeah, but I thought you were good friends.

Good friends? With Nasty? Nasty never had any good friends. I knew him from school and then 
around the neighborhood. He had good connections and we did some stuff together - you know...

Flex knew what Eddie meant. Partners in crime.

Yeah, well, continued Eddie, Nasty put some work my way and I always paid him off for whatever 
it was, so I never had no trouble with him, but I wouldn’t call him a friend.

Poor guy, said Flex. He was OK to me. He always paid on time and he never tried to screw me.

He needed you Flex. You got that computer knowledge and he needed you to show him the ropes 
on it. Hey, you want me to mention your name to a friend of mine who is kind of taking Nasty’s 
business over? He’ll probably want top class computer stuff. Should I tell him to call you?

Flex smiled: Gee Eddie, that’s really nice of you. But I’m totally overworked at the moment. I 
don’t even have time to do the thing I want to do for myself.

The breeze had picked up again. Then the sound of the approaching train got louder.

Eddie said: Well, my number hasn’t changed. Call me some time.

The train pulled into the station and stopped. Eddie pressed the buttons and the doors opened.
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Flex smiled and waved. See you Eddie, he said.

Eddie nodded as he stepped into the train. Stay cool Flex.

The station master said: Stand back!

The doors closed and the train started. Slowly at first, then gathering speed.

Flex was walking with his head into the wind and heading toward the exit. He was thinking about 
Nasty’s nasty end and he was making himself a promise that he would never ever ever call Eddie 
for any reason.

When he was back up on street level he thought: What a bunch of poor souls!

THE FLEX SOLILOQUY

(riding his bike)

Good morning! I know it’s very early, but I thought you might like to visit the factory with me. 
You‘ve heard me talk about it so often. The traffic is OK this morning. We’re almost there. I can 
see it already. Three big building built in the form a a U. The roof is glass plates - terribly dirty 
right now but due to be get their annual wash after Easter. The main parking lot is in front and I 
can see about 15 cars there already. The first shift starts at 6:30 but lots of people get here earlier 
because of the start-up time needed in the morning.

Almost there now.

Two things are done in this factory. — Besides my painting of the walls of course. — In Halls 1 
through 4 there are plastic extruding machines and everything related to making plastic forms for 
household products like sieves and measuring cups.

Halls 5 through 7 are where the digital processing center is situated - a new set of machines that 
can digitally process drawings and give you an almost instant sample of the bottle or other plastic 
product you might want to manufacture. It is the future.

But here, behind this metal door, is where I come to paint every morning - it’s about 2 minutes 
after six a.m. now and today I’m going to finish up a section of the wall above the West windows 
and below the ceiling. I’ll be painting until about 8 a.m. then I’m out of here and off to my SUDS 
gig.

Hall 9 used to be the place where the old stamping machines were situated. Now Hall 9 has been 
emptied and all the old machines have been dismantled, packed in crates and transported to 
Indonesia where they’ll be unpacked and set up to work for another 20 years stamping out plastic 
utensils for we the people.
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(painting)

I’m up on the scaffold now and starting my first coat of white on this gray cement wall. (painting) 
There’s something so hypnotic about the process - you know, just spreading it over the surface and 
watching the gray surface change into white and then as the white spreads and spreads, suddenly it 
becomes dominant and shiny and the gray recedes into the background, looking suddenly dirty 
and naked.

And of course if you stare at the white paint long enough, you start to think about tis and that - 
about life in general and you can ride on your thoughts and they become so real that the wall, the 
paint, the hall, everything melts into one and I can ride out into world of thought without fear and 
sail out beyond the white horizon ...

(sound of the sea - waves)
... the sand was white, pure white, I’d never seen sand like that before. The sea itself was calm, 
hardly rippled, but the waves lapped at the shore steadily. The reef held back the rollers, but 
ripples made the journey from the reef to the shore and so the waves lapped steadily at the sand.

I kept walking in the direction of the point. I could see from here that it was covered in vegetation. 
Green something. Grass. Bushes, probably. With sand in between them. Once, I had pulled some 
of the plants out - their roots are short. They depend on squally rainfall, on the evening moisture 
from the sea.

When it rains, the water sinks rapidly through the sand. The short roots of the plants drink in as 
much as possible and send it to the thick leaves and stems for storage. Then, after the sun rises, 
they sit still and wait until the hot day is over so that they can gather in the more of the precious 
moisture that they need to survive - the precious liquid that evaporates from their leaves during the 
day, during photosynthesis, when food is produced.

At the point I was going to meed Jane or June or Jean, a girl I had met at a dance the night before. 
She was on holiday too. She was young, like me. We danced for the last part of the evening 
together and I walked her back to her hotel and we had kissed and she said she was looking 
forward to seeing me today. And so I told her I’d meet her at the point, on top of the hill 
overlooking the two bays.

I had been walking along the beach for a long time now and the sand was beginning to heat up. I 
dug my feet in a little deeper to reach the coolness beneath the surface. My toes curled around the 
sand and pushed and I could feel my muscles glory in the exercize.
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PAINTER’S PARTY

After the SUDS factory closed its doors in in June, Flex felt pretty strange. He felt strange because 
he wasn‘t used to having so much time on his hands. Of course he still went into the factory each 
morning to paint, but then afterwards, instead of cycling over to the SUDS factory, he went home. 
And at home he sat down on his couch and looked out the window into the front yard and saw that 
the hedge had suddenly grown into a wild bush. The long winter had kept it bare until last month 
and then the sudden change from cold to heat had prompted it to sprout tendrils all over the place. 
Now it looked like it was going to reach out and strangle anyone who ventured too close. He’d 
have to do something about the hedge soon, before his landlord started complaining. It was in his 
rental contract that the hedge and the front garden were his responsibility.

Well, he’d do that one of these days. That’s what he’d been telling himself now for three weeks. 
Three weeks of sitting on his couch and looking out through that window, and each day he 
repeated it to himself: I gotta do something about that hedge. But still he hadn‘t gotten around to 
it. One day he had gotten as far as bringing the big hedge cutters up from the cellar, along with his 
gloves and a blue plastic bag for all the bits and pieces that he was going to cut off, and then the 
phone rang and it was Rick calling from the ad agency and asking him to fix up a new website for 
him. So Flex went down to the ad agency instead and sat there with Rick and got all the details 
and the graphics and by the time he got back home it was too late to start on the hedge.

Now, a week later and the website was finished, but the hedge looked even more like one of those 
monster plants, like from the Day of the Triffids or something. I could do it today, thought Flex. 
Why not? But as soon as he thought the thought, the sky turned dark and rain pattered against the 
leaves and the sidewalk and the windows and he knew that hedge-trimming was not going to 
happen today.

He turned his gaze away from the window and down to the coffee table where he’d left the novel 
he’d been reading. It was a crime fiction novel about Greeks and Italians and Blacks and Whites in 
Washington D.C. before during and after World War 2. It was well-written and very fast reading. 
He’d read half the book yesterday. It looked like with this kind of rainy summer weather he’d be 
able to finish the other half of the book today. Well, why not?

But as he reached for the book, the telephone rang. He picked the receiver up instead. It was 
Serena. She had the day off and wanted to know how Flex was getting along.

“Oh, I’m doing fine, I guess,”  said Flex. “But you know I kind of miss the SUDS gig. It was fun 
going down to the plant and talking with Trixie and Shirley and Rick. I guess I miss them a little 
more than I thought I would.”

“Maybe you should try to get another job. Surely there are some people who need you,”  said 
Serena.

Flex had been running away from that thought for a while now. This wasn‘t the first time that 
Serena had mentioned it either. “Yeah,”  said Flex, trying to sound enthusiastic, but hearing that 
there was no enthusiasm present in his own voice.

“You know what Flex,” said Serena in her matter-of-fact way. “You could be in a depression.”

“Depression? Me?”  Flex laughed lightly, trying to mask a cold feeling that clawed at the inside of 
his stomach when Serena mentioned the word >depression<.
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“Sure.”  Serena could be relentless when she got ahold of an idea like that. Flex would have to 
change the subject fast if he wanted to avoid it, but he couldn‘t think of any sidesteps before 
Serena continued: “You go out to paint each day, but otherwise you never move from that 
apartment. You don’t go to meet people, you have no friends coming over, you don’t even go and 
ride your bike around the lake anymore for fun. Those are all symptoms.”

“Come on Serena, you know me a little better than that, don’t you? Depressed people sit around 
and drink all day, or do drugs or whatever they do - sleep. I keep busy. I have a few websites to 
maintain and...”

“Flex, Flex, Flex, don’t try and escape! Being depressed is normal sometimes. Nobody can be 
happy happy all the time. I’m just telling you so that you’ll see it and see yourself and then do 
something about it.”

Flex listened to her without saying anything.

“Why don’t you come down here to visit ME! The change of atmosphere would do you good.”

Flex tried to think of a few reasons why he couldn‘t do what Serena suggested. “Uhh,”  he began, 
but stuttered to a stop. Not even one reason came to mind. But then, spontaneously, he said: “I 
have to trim the hedge.”

Serena laughed. “Didn‘t you do that yet? You told me you were going to trim the hedge last 
week.”

“Did I?”  Flex couldn‘t remember telling her about the hedge. “Well I couldn‘t because of the job I 
had to do for Rick. But now I‘ve got the time.”

“Well if you have that much time, then come down here and visit me. I could use the company. 
I’ve been down here for a year now but I still feel like a stranger. A familiar face around the place 
would do me a world of good. Come on!”

“But...”

Serena cut in on him before he could continue. “I‘ve got Thursday and Friday off this week 
because I‘ve been working so much overtime. If you can get here by Wednesday night then I 
could show you a little bit of Bavaria. It’s hot. Everything is green and lovely. We could even go 
walking in the mountains. Come on. You’ll love it!”

Flex looked out of his window. It had gotten darker. The rain had thickened into a steady stream, 
popping off the wild tentacles of the hedge and causing them to move up and down like the 
tentacles of some science fiction monster. He exhaled in resignation. Then he took a fresh breath, 
filling his lungs, and said: “Why not?”
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After spending four days with Serena in Bavaria, Flex came home a different person. Well, he was 
still Flex of course, but his mood had changed completely. He felt energetic and refreshed and his 
cramped surroundings didn‘t seem so confining anymore. The weather in the northland hadn‘t 
changed all that much, keeping to its rhythm of 2 sunny days followed by 3 days of rain, but it 
didn‘t bother him as much as it had before he left. In Bavaria it had been hot hot hot - real summer 
weather. The flowers and the leafy trees had exuded life and passed some of their enthusiasm for 
living to him.

The hedge in his front garden was still untrimmed, but only because it was impossible to go out in 
the wet weather and do any garden work at all. And the hedges of his neighbors were looking 
much like his now too - the weather having affected them all in the same way. Flex saw the 
harmony in the wildness and came to appreciate it.

Then a series of things happened that changed his life even more drastically than the journey to 
Bavaria had done.

First of all his landlord informed him that all the apartments in his building were going to be fitted 
with new heaters. The old radiators would be ripped out and new ones installed. In his apartment, 
after the man had checked everything, they discovered that the pipes had to be replaced too. It was 
a messy job that took a whole week to complete. Flex moved his furniture into one room, covered 
it with plastic sheeting, took his laptop computer with him and moved into Jammy’s place for the 
whole week. When he came back he had new radiators and new pipes in the walls, but a huge 
mess of shavings and dust and plaster all over the place. After the clean-up, he noticed that a new 
paint job was necessary too. He called up the landlord and negotiated a deal with him. Flex would 
do the painting if the landlord agreed to foot the bill for material. The calculations went back and 
forth between them and they finally agreed on a figure that satisfied them both.

Flex painted his apartment.

After he painted it, he decided to throw out the carpets he had on the floor and discovered that the 
wooden floor under the carpet was in good enough condition to make a public appearance. He 
washed it, buffed it and loved the way the light brown wood reacted to the care he showed for it. It 
glowed with pride in its own woodiness. And Flex glowed with pride in the work he had done.

When he was finished he felt as if he had just moved into a new apartment. During the moving 
around of his furniture, his bed broke and he decided to throw it out and get a new one. The clean-
up bug had entered his bloodstream now and he started eliminating all sorts of bits and pieces he 
no longer needed. Knickknacks that he had gathered over the years were relegated to boxes in the 
cellar. Old papers were thrown in the trash. Books he no longer needed were sold off to the 
second-hand book store around the corner. Useless pieces of furniture were put out on the street 
late at night and were gone already by the time he left in the morning to go paint the factory wall.

When he got home after his early morning painting at the factory, he walked into a bare, clean 
apartment that gave him the feeling that he was living in an uncluttered open space, a space he 
would be proud to show off to anyone who cared to see it. But who would care to see it? He 
hadn‘t had any visitors in ages. So, in order to remedy that, he decided to have a small party, a 
kind of second housewarming party. He invited Jammy and Serena and Shirley and Rod and Trixie 
and Zeke and Sarah.
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It was Saturday night and for once the day had been warm enough and dry enough to do some 
work in the garden. Flex trimmed the hedge and cut the grass and trimmed some of the branches 
back from the lilac tree that had also started to go wild. The most difficult job was cutting back the 
ivy. The ivy was so tangled and so thick that he wished he had a machete. But he managed to cut 
away enough hedge, lilac and ivy to fill six plastic bags, and by evening he was tired but happy.

He showered and shaved and was ready to receive the first guests - Jammy and his new girlfriend - 
at nine o’clock when they arrived. He had asked everyone to bring something to eat, while he 
provided the drinks. Jammy and Ginny (who was a tall redhead with large breasts), brought two 
big bowls with them. One bowl was filled to the brim with noodle salad and the other with 
chocolate mousse. Then Rod and Trixie came, and then Zeke and Sarah, and by the time Serena 
arrived the party was already in full swing.

At around ten-thirty Shirley finally arrived. She wasn‘t looking too good. She was much thinner 
and more nervous than before. Not at all the confident Shirley he had known at SUDS. The break-
up with Rick had affected her badly. It must have affected her judgment as well because the guy 
she brought with her, an American guy named Hank, was a real idiot. He was a bit older than 
everyone else, his hair grey already, very thin on top and much too long on the sides, so that he 
looked like a circus clown. He sported a firm beer belly too.

“Hey Flex man,” said Hank, cornering Flex near the bathroom door, “great party!”

“Thanks Hank.”  Flex wanted to get away from Hank and go and talk to Serena in the kitchen but 
Hank’s belly was doing good work blocking his path. Hank guzzled beer as if he was keeping his 
belly in training.

“Nice people you got here. No ATAs, no BTMs, not many Germans. I like that.”  Hank put the 
bottle to his lips and drained it.

Flex said: “Can I get you another beer Hank?”  Obviously Flex was hoping that he could get away 
by fleeing into the kitchen where the beers were cooling in the fridge.

“Naw, I got another one right here!”  Hank smiled his big-lipped smile and pulled a beer out of his 
back pocket. Then Flex noticed that Hank had yet another bottle in his other pocket. He leaned 
back against the wall, resigned to his fate. Hank handed him the empty and opened the fresh bottle 
with his incisors, dropped the cap into Flex’s open hand. Hank chugalugged half the bottle. 
“Aaaaaah!”  He smacked his lips and burped. “German beer is about the only thing that’s any good 
in this stinking country.” He stared at Flex. “How long you been here man?”

Flex gripped the neck of the empty bottle. “A long time,” he replied. “And you?”

“Shit,”  said Hank, “I been here too fucking long. Six years! I can’t stand it anymore. All these 
ATAs and BTMs all over the place. I hate ’em.”

Flex was puzzled. “What’s an ATA?”

“You don’t know what an ATA is?”  Hank looked at him with wide eyes. “Anorexic Tattooed 
Amazon. ATAs all over the place. Fuckin’ German women, man, too tall to do anyone any good, 
tattooed like freak show and thin as rails.”  Hank drained the rest of his beer and handed the empty 
to Flex. Then he reached into his pocket and pulled out the other beer, pulled the bottle cap off 
with his teeth and handed that bottle cap to Flex as well.
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Flex wondered if Hank had more pockets with more beers stashed in them.

“I bet you don’t know what a BTM is either, do you?” asked Hank after he had wiped the back of 
his hand across his mouth.

“Uh, no I don’t,” said Flex, not really caring or wanting to know what a BTM could be.

“That’s the German men. Baldheaded Tattooed Morons.”  Hank grinned, probably expecting Flex 
to smile at the description.

Flex now had an empty beer bottle and a bottle cap in each hand. He had gripped both bottles by 
the neck and suddenly flashed on the possibility of clapping the bottles against the two sides of 
Hank’s head.

“Flex! Flex!”  Serena was standing in the kitchen doorway on her tiptoes looking over Hank’s 
shoulder in order to see Flex who was behind the Hank barricade.

“Sorry Hank, I gotta go. Serena needs me.”  He pushed against Hank’s belly, which was much 
harder than he had thought it would be, and Hank moved a quarter of an inch backwards. Flex 
smiled as pleasantly as he could under the circumstances as he squeezed past. When he got to the 
kitchen door he pushed Serena into the kitchen. “Thank you Serena. You just saved my life.”

Serena was smiling. Her smile remained, but her brows furrowed into puzzlement. “I don’t 
understand.”

“It’s that Hank guy, he’s a nut. An absolute nut. I felt like clapping him on the ear with a bottle.”

Serena’s brow unfurrowed and she laughed. “Oh Flex, it’s just a party. Relax and have fun.”

“Yeah. Yeah.”  He put the empty bottles into the case where the other empties were. “Why did you 
call me?”

“Because I want to dance. Have you got some dancing music?”

Flex hated dancing, but he didn‘t see how he would be able to avoid it now, especially since Hank 
had drained his other beer and was heading for the kitchen. “Yeah, I’ve got some good dancing 
stuff. Come on, let’s go into the living room.”

Flex and Serena escaped a moment before Hank could block the exit. Jammy and Ginny and Zeke 
and Serena were in the living room talking with each other. Flex nodded to Zeke as he passed him 
on the way to the CD player. He rummaged around in the stack of CDs and found one that was 
definitely a dance record.

During the silence between CDs he could hear Shirley talking to Hank, who was now blocking the 
doorway between the livingroom and the hall. “I wanta go home Hank.”  And Hank’s reply: 
“Already? Let’s have a couple more beers before we go.”

Serena took Flex’s hand and led him out into the middle of the livingroom floor. Then the music 
kicked in.
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Serena and Flex were cleaning up after the party, collecting plates and glasses and stacking them 
next to the sink.

Serena said: “It was a very nice party, Flex. I really enjoyed it. Especially the dancing. I haven’t 
danced for ages!”

“Neither have I,”  said Flex as he opened the tap and let hot water flow into the plugged sink. He 
poured a generous stream of dishwashing liquid into the descending stream of water and the foam 
formed immediately and rose into a white mountain around the hot falling water.

“And I know that you didn‘t like that Hank character at all. He was very gross - I’ve never seen 
anyone drink beers like that in my life. Where did Shirley pick him up?”

“I don’t know Serena. Shirley has been through some bad times lately. Rick left her in the lurch 
you know, going after that Rita woman.”

“I guess she must have been desperate just to find someone who would pay attention to her,”  said 
Serena.

“Yeah maybe,”  answered Flex as he turned off the tap. The foam covered the whole top of the 
water now. He picked up the sponge and a plate and went to work scrubbing and dipping until the 
plate was scoured and soapy, then he placed it aside and began on the next plate. “I asked Trixie 
about this Hank character and she said that Shirley met him at the boat show last month. 
Apparently he’s a marine engineer. Designs hulls for pleasure craft or something. But Trixie said 
he can’t speak German very well at all - not as well as someone should after having been here for 
six years. Anyway, he’s going back to the states at the end of next month. Good riddance is what I 
say. He was a real pig.”

Serena looked over at Flex and shook her head slowly from side to side. “Well, there are some 
people who just don’t integrate very well into a foreign culture.”

“And there are people like Hank who don’t even try!”  replied Flex, setting another plate down on 
the growing stack of washed plates. “He was a racist, or sexist, or whatever you would call a 
person who hates Germans.”

Serena was picking up plates from the clean stack now and rinsing the soap off them under a thin 
stream of hot water. “I don’t know what you would call people like him. Maybe he’s just lonely 
and feels threatened by everything around him. He couldn’t make any German friends and so...”

“German friends?” interrupted Flex. “That kind of guy can’t make ANY friends!”

“Exactly what I mean,”  replied Serena. “He’s lonely, disoriented, he can’t control his own eating 
and drinking because it’s compensation for his loneliness, and the vicious cycle begins. He’s just a 
poor soul, Flex.”

Flex was scrubbing the last plate. “There seems to be enough of those around these days. Did I tell 
you about what happened to a guy I used to do some work for - a guy named Nasty?”
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“No.”  Serena had been drying the plates and stacking them on the kitchen table when they were 
dry. She was waiting there with the dishcloth in her hands for the final plate.

Flex handed it to her and then reached down into the soapy water for the cutlery, which he always 
did last of all. “Nasty was, well, kind of on the shady side of business - not everything he did was 
really that legitimate I guess. But anyway, some guys bashed him up so much that he’s practically 
a vegetable now.”  He looked over to see what effect the story was having on Serena, but she was 
busy drying the plate and he couldn’t see her eyes because she was concentrating on her work. 
“Nasty was a poor soul too. But I must say I liked him better than I liked Hank, even though Hank 
is probably not a criminal. I mean not a criminal in the real sense, you know?”

“I know,” replied Serena, her back to him as she set the last plate down on the clean stack and 
opened the cupboard where the plates and cups and saucers were kept.

“Nasty was, well, he was Nasty. He didn’t try and pretend to be anybody else. You knew who you 
were dealing with: a criminal. A small time criminal, OK, but a criminal. But this Hank character. 
He wears a suit every day, works among Germans, probably smiles a lot at them, and in his heart 
of hearts he hates them. He derides them every chance he gets. It’s not right. He’s being false!”

Serena was stacking the plates carefully in the cupboard. “Oh Flex. Hank is the kind of guy who 
just can’t face up to life at all. Look at his body. If he really cared about himself and the way he 
looked he would do some exercize, go take a cure or something, stop drinking so much and eating 
so much and in a few months he would be down to a decent weight. He would learn to respect his 
body and then to respect himself.”

Serena stopped stacking plates and turned to Flex and kissed him on the cheek. Flex dropped the 
fork he was cleaning back into the soapy water.

“You know that I’m very proud of you Flex.”

Flex had managed to pick up a spoon and was working on it more vigorously than he needed to. 
“Uhh, what for?” he stammered.

“I’m proud of the way you cleaned up your apartment, your garden, how you‘ve changed 
everything around, made it simpler. You got rid of all the trash in your life. That’s what I’m proud 
of you for.” Serena had stopped stacking plates and was looking at Flex.

Flex turned around with the spoon in his hands and looked at Serena. His eyes sparkled. Her eyes 
were sparkling too. He couldn‘t think of anything to say. But then he didn‘t need to say anything 
because Serena leaned over and gave him a long tender kiss on the lips.

When the kiss was finished she turned around and continued putting the plates into the cupboard.

Flex turned back to the sink and pulled the plug and the dirty dishwater flowed down the drain. 
The foam stayed behind, so he turned on the tap again and directed the stream until the foam was 
gone too. There was the fork. He picked it up and rinsed it under the running water and handed it 
to Serena who was smiling at him.
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Flex smiled back at her. He stood there with his wet hands and smiled at her like a little boy smiles 
at someone who has just given him the sweetest sweets he’s ever tasted. Flex wasn‘t thinking of 
anything at all. His mind was a complete blank. He was just staring at Serena with a big dumb 
smile plastered all over his face. But if he could have said anything at that moment, then Flex 
would have probably said that he was really really really happy.

PIGEONS

While everybody else was busy having adventures and doing interesting things that they would 
eventually tell Flex all about or perhaps one day publish books about, Flex was busy concentrating 
all his available energy on painting the wall at the factory. He got up promptly at six a.m., rain or 
shine, got on his bike, rode along the shore of the lake breathing in and breathing out just like all 
the yoga books had told him he should do, peddling with determined regularity, watching the birds 
frolic, the ducks swim and the swans glide on the usually calm surface of the lake, and managing 
to keep his mind absolutely empty for long stretched of time, assuming the role of a camera, just 
seeing and hearing and being, which was a very refreshing thing really.

His buddy Jammy, like most other people in the city had flown off for a two-week holiday in 
Egypt and was probably frolicking in the Red Sea somewhere a couple of miles from the sandy 
wastes and the huge stone monuments that are located there. Flex hadn‘t been asked to take care 
of the plants or anything else in the apartment because of a curious incident that had happened a 
short while before, an incident that had supremely - and I mean supremely - angered Jammy’s 
woman - Although you would think she should have been grateful! thought Jammy to himself.

What was this incident? Well, it was difficult to talk about, and Flex hadn‘t spoken to anyone 
about it yet. But he was absolutely sure he had done the right thing in the circumstances. You see, 
it went like this: First of all, you have to know that about a year and a half ago, almost two years 
ago now, Jammy and his woman had a kid. A cute little guy, Jammy Junior, who is curious, 
friendly and generally OK except when he cries for too long and won’t go to sleep. But then every 
kid is a pain in the butt when it cries for too long and won’t go to sleep.

So, on night, when Jammy and his bride wanted to have a night off, Jammy called Flex and asked 
him if he’d like to babysit. Flex asked if he was supposed to come before Jammy Junior was in 
bed or afterwards. After he’s already asleep, said Jammy. We want to go to the movies and then go 
somewhere for a drink. Flex knew he didn‘t have anything planned for the evening, but he 
calculated the chances of having to do a diaper change before they came back as rather low and so 
he said OK, I’ll do it. Then Jammy said: There’s a couple of good action flicks on the tube as well. 
You see, Jammy has this huge new TV set in his living room, new format screen and everything, 
with all the coolest features like freeze frame and teletext, and since Flex doesn‘t have a TV at 
home and does enjoy seeing an action flick from time to time, this was then an added incentive for 
him. And, added Jammy, there’s a ton of chocolate in the store-room.

Flex agreed to arrive shortly before 8 p.m., by which time Junior was guaranteed to be tucked 
comfy in his little bed and be sound asleep.

So, later, Flex peddled happily toward his rendezvous through the balmy early summer evening, 
light still hanging in the sky although the sun had dropped below the horizon already. People were 
relaxed and happy because the mild weather had settled in. The usual tension and aggression had 
melted away. You could tell by how the people walking along the streets were acting, laughing, 
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smiling all the time, standing around in little groups and talking with each other, couples walking 
hand in hand or arm in arm, the cars not speeding too much, kind of cruising by with open 
windows and music escaping into the warm evening.

*

The first stars were just beginning to be visible when Flex arrived at Jammy’s place. He had been 
given strict instructions by Jammy on how he should ring the bell in order to be let in. Just give it 
a short quick hit Flex, otherwise it’ll wake up the kid and then you’ll have to rock him back to 
sleep. So Flex gave the bell the shortest and quickest hit he could possibly give it. The front door 
buzzed open and Flex carried his bike through the entrance, up the steps to where the elevator 
was, pressed the elevator button, and when the doors opened, picked the front of his bike up and 
rolled it into the compartment, squeezed himself in behind it, pressed the button for the top floor 
and tucked the back fender of his bike in quickly just before the door closed.

The ride up took a long time even though there were only six stories to the building. It was a slow 
elevator and he could hear the cables and wheels working to take his load. Maximum load was 
only 800 kilos and even though he and his bike didn‘t come anywhere near to that maximum load, 
he got he distinct feeling that the tenants had probably overloaded the thing lots of times in order 
to get their furniture and moving cartons in and out of the building and that this was why the 
cables sung and the wheels groaned.

Despite his fears, the elevator made it to the 6th floor without incident. The door opened and he 
shuffled out backwards, rolling his bike out and pulling the front wheel out just before the elevator 
door closed automatically. He parked his bike on the landing, locked it to the railing and waited 
patiently in front of Jammy’s apartment door. He had been told not to ring the bell a second time, 
not to knock, not to greet them in a loud voice when he entered and above all to take his shoes off 
as soon as he entered so as not to make any noise on the parquet floor which could disturb the 
sleep of Jammy Junior.

The door eventually opened, with Jammy standing behind it, a finger up to his lips. Flex nodded 
and entered. Jammy closed the door silently behind him and then using the same finger that had 
just been up at his lips, pointed to Flex’s feet. Flex nodded again, took off his shoes and placed 
them in the corner near the front door and then followed Jammy into the kitchen where Jammy 
closed the door and then sighed in relief.

Junior has been a terror all afternoon, he said, opening the door which led out to the kitchen 
balcony. At the same time as he stepped out onto the narrow balcony, he flipped open his Marlboro 
hardbox and put a cigarette between his lips, lit it, and took such a deep drag that you would have 
thought that the smoke entering his lungs from the cigarette was the first breath he had been 
allowed to take after spending half an hour under water. Jammy motioned for Flex to join him on 
the narrow balcony and to close the door behind him. Both Jammy and his chickie smoked, but 
smoking was only allowed on the balcony, as a concession to the infant who shared the apartment 
with them. Flex had stopped smoking 15 years ago and so he tried to position himself up-wind 
from Jammy, but this proved to impossible for two reasons: the balcony was too narrow and 
because it was a corner apartment up there on the sixth floor, the wind kept shifting. So Flex 
attempted to breath strategically instead. Of course that only worked about 50% of the time.

Jammy explained about the hellish afternoon with Junior. We took him to the Stadtpark, you 
know, where the pond is, and he went swimming, and then while he was in the water, Ginny was 
trying to signal to me to bring her a cigarette and Junior fell into the water and went under and 
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Ginny couldn‘t see where he was and she panicked and then she found him and I ran into the 
water splashing everybody in my way, and she thought because his eyes were closed that he was 
drowned but then when I got there he opened his eyes and smiled at me and Ginny started crying 
and I had to comfort her and then we decided to get out of the water and went over to where the 
little playground is and he wandered around there and was playing in the sand with a couple of 
kids when one of the kids started screaming in pain and the kid’s mother came up and started 
yelling at me because she said that Junior had bitten her kid and couldn‘t we teach our kid to 
behave properly and when I said: Sorry, but he’s just a baby, she said that was no excuse, it was up 
to the parents, and then I just lost it mate, I told her to fuck off, and of course Ginny came and 
started in on her in German, defending me, and then the woman, with her screaming brat in her 
arms said something about Ausländer, and then this black woman who was sitting there watching 
the scene got involved and, then Junior started wailing and... By this time Jammy had polished off 
his cigarette and was ready to go back into the kitchen.

My question was: And now? What’s with Junior? Is he still agitated? My fear was, of course, that I 
would be walking up and down the living room with a wailing kid in my arms from the time they 
left to whenever it was they decided to come back.

Junior? said Jammy. Oh, no problem. He was so tired that he only cried for about 10 minutes 
before falling asleep. Usually it’s half an hour or so. He must have been nice and tired after his 
day in the park - which was of course why we took him there. So you should have an easy time of 
it.

We were standing in the kitchen again, the balcony door closed behind us, when Ginny opened the 
other door and stuck her head into the kitchen. She gave him her usual skeptical look and then 
said: Good evening Flex. Good evening Ginny, he said in return. OK Jammy, she said, we can go 
now. Did you give Flex your mobile number? Jammy nodded although he hadn‘t done that. Did 
you tell him about the food and diapers and about not to put the sound up too high on the TV. 
Jammy nodded again although he hadn‘t told me any of those things. Go on and get your coat 
honey, he said with a pleasant smile. She gave him and Flex another skeptical look and then left 
the kitchen. Jammy closed the door behind her quickly and then smiled at me. The food is in the 
fridge. A bottle of milk in case he wakes up and really can’t get back to sleep. warm it up in a pot 
full of water on the stove. But only as a last resort. You‘ve got my number don’t you? At home I 
do. Then I’ll write it down for you and put it next to the phone. I’m gonna be in the movies of 
course but I’ll put the phone on vibrate so I’ll be able to have a look and see who is calling. If 
there’s anything at all with Junior, just call me. OK? I‘ve had enough shit today and I don’t want 
to go through any more.

Flex smiled and said: No problem.

They could hear Ginny in the hallway. Jammy opened the kitchen door. Ginny already had the 
front door open and had stepped out and pressed the button for the elevator. The doors opened 
instantly which meant that nobody else had used the elevator since Flex had arrived. Ginny gave 
the smiling Flex a final skeptical look and said Tschuss! Jammy said: Call me if anything happens. 
Flex continued to smile as reassuringly as possible and said: Of course. Have a nice evening. He 
waved to them as the elevator door closed and the wheels groaned into service.
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Then he closed the apartment door and tiptoed through the hall, hesitated for a moment in front of 
the baby’s room door to listen for unusual noises, heard nothing, and continued on stockinged feet 
into the living room, closed the door behind him, finally took off his light summer jacket, draped it 
over the black leather armchair near the door, went to the couch, picked up the remote control that 
had been resting on the arm of the couch and punched a number. The TV sprang into life.

*

The living room at Jammy’s place was strangely shaped. actually it was a living room and dining 
room together. The living room part was to the left of the door as you entered. That’s where the 
armchair and the couch were, along with a glass coffee table that was in front of the couch. There 
was a big picture window to the left of the couch. The TV was on a TV table that also held a few 
videos and knick knacks. It was facing the couch and about a meter and a half in front of the glass 
door that led out to the large balcony that looked over the open courtyard and over the roofs of the 
nearby buildings. You could see almost into the center of the city from there.

The dining room part went into an alcove beyond the TV, where Jammy had set a work station 
with his computer and music equipment.

The action flick was half-way through and Jammy had loaded the coffee table with potato chips 
and tea and chocolate and now that the commercials were on he had muted the sound and had 
stood up to stretch his legs. He was looking out through the glass door at the sky, which had 
changed to a star-filled dark dark blue, with the lights of the city below trying to mirror the sky.

He opened the balcony door and stepped outside. He filled his lungs with the fresh night air. Now 
this was a wonderful balcony to have, he was thinking when he heard a strange sound. It was as if 
some animal was scratching on wood or plastic. God, thought Flex, I hope they don’t have rats up 
here. He stood very still, his flesh beginning to creep with the cold sweat that indicated a deep 
primal fear of rodents. Then he heard it again. A scratching sound, krrr krrr, but this time it was 
followed by a a kind of clucking that chickens make. Are Jammy Ginny raising chickens on their 
balcony? He stepped back carefully and had a look around. He couldn‘t see a chicken coop 
anywhere. Just a couple of balcony lounge chairs and a plastic mineral water crate in the right 
hand corner up against the railing. Then he heard the shuffling sound again. It was coming from 
the crate! He stepped closer but he couldn‘t see anything because the crate was on its side, it’s 
solid bottom facing in. He stepped closer and a pungent odor reached his nostrils. Ugh, bird shit! 
and with the thought came the sound, Coodle coodle. Oh no, thought, Flex, pigeons. He tapped the 
back of the crate with his foot and heard the panicked ruffle of feathers and the characteristic 
coodle coodle of a pigeon. He ran into the apartment, back to the front door, picked up his shoes, 
took them with him through the living room and put them on out on the balcony, then he gave the 
back of the plastic crate a hefty kick. Sure enough, a pigeon scrambled out of the box into the 
night air, flapping its wings and flying in a circle around the balcony, eventually landing on the 
roof about 5 meters away.

The pigeon looked at Flex the way anyone one look at a person who had just disturbed their sleep. 
Perplexed and annoyed. Flex stared at the pigeon and shook his head from side to side. He knew, 
like everyone else did, that pigeons were basically flying rats, and to harbor one on your balcony 
was just asking for trouble. Especially with a little kid running around touching things and then 
putting his fingers in his mouth. There was no telling what kind of diseases the poor kid could 
contract.
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He remembered that Jammy had told him about how ill they had all been lately. Fever, sinus 
problems, all three of them had come down with horrible illnesses at the same time. Just a couple 
of weeks before. Flex wondered how long the pigeon had been there. From the smell of it, quite 
long enough to feel at home. He also wondered why Jammy and Ginny hadn‘t scared it away. 
Then he heard the answer: Peep peep. Peep peep. The pigeon had chicks. What a disaster! That 
meant the pigeon had been there for ages and would stay for another few weeks at least. What an 
impossible situation! Didn‘t they realize how dangerous it was to their health - and especially to 
the health of little Jammy Junior?

Flex shook his head from side to side.

The pigeon must have taken that as a signal because it flew directly back down to the railing 
where its nest was and tried to scramble inside. Flex gave the back of the crate another hefty kick 
and the pigeon flew back out again, circled, and landed in more or less the same spot on the roof 
about 5 meters away. The little chicks inside the crate were peep peep peeping in fear.

And so they should be, thought Flex. He went back inside and went to the store room where he 
found a pair of rubber gloves and a bottle of disinfectant spray. Then he walked through to the 
kitchen, opened the kitchen door and the kitchen balcony door, and propped chairs against both of 
them so that they wouldn‘t bang shut because of the breeze that was now blowing directly through 
the apartment from the open living room balcony door through to the open kitchen balcony door.

Then, with the grim determination that comes from self-righteous behavior, Flex strode through 
the apartment, out onto the large balcony in front of the living room, picked up the crate with his 
rubber gloved hands, held his breath against the stench of pigeon shit, and carried the plastic crate 
at an angle, tipped inwards, so that the shit and the chicks inside wouldn‘t fall out, all the way 
through the apartment, through the kitchen and out onto the kitchen balcony. There, with one swift 
movement, he tipped out the contents of the crate and watched the straw, the shit and two grey 
feathered little pigeon chicks fall six stories down into the bushes below.

If they didn‘t die from the fall, thought Flex, then the night animals will gobble them up before 
dawn. He banged the edge of the crate on the railing a couple of times to get rid of the rest of the 
dreck that was in there and then sprayed the crate generously with disinfectant. It still smelled like 
shit, no matter how much disinfectant he sprayed on it. But at least the immediate danger had been 
eliminated.

He took the crate back to the other balcony, placed it in the corner where it had been, and waited. 
The pigeon flew down again after a while, noticed the emptiness and the horrible smell of 
disinfectant and after another hefty kick on the back of the crate from Flex, flew back to its perch 
on the roof.

Flex closed the balcony door. His action flick was well into its action but he didn‘t care about that 
now. He put the disinfectant back into the store room, washed his gloved hands in hot water and 
soap, then took off the gloves and washed his hands thoroughly. He closed the kitchen balcony 
door, closed the kitchen door, stopped once again in front of Jammy Junior’s door and listened, 
and then said: Your uncle Flex just saved your life Junior. And then, feeling like he had done a 
hero’s deed, he went back into the living room, closed the door behind him, flipped off the mute of 
the TV and relaxed back into the action movie.
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From time to time he looked out through the picture window on his left and saw that the pigeon 
was still on the roof. It hadn‘t dared to fly back down to check its former nest again. And if it’s a 
smart pigeon, thought Flex with righteous satisfaction at a job well done, it’ll go find another 
place to lay eggs in the future.

*

Jammy and Ginny came back home from their night out around half past midnight. Flex was 
already into the second action movie of the evening, his third bar of chocolate and his second bag 
of tortilla chips. But he had changed his drink from tea to mineral water.

Ginny went to check on Junior while Jammy asked Flex how everything had gone. Oh great, said 
Flex. He woke up once, but I went in there and said a few soft words to him and he just kind of 
turned onto his side and went straight back to sleep. No problem at all.

Ginny came in and said she was tired and was going to bed. Their bedroom was upstairs in a large 
room that was directly under the roof. She said good night to me and kissed Jammy and he 
promised to come to bed soon. Ginny left and Flex and Jammy settled in on the couch to watch 
the rest of the second action movie. They talked a little in between about the movie that Jammy 
and Ginny had gone to see - a romantic tear-jerker that Ginny had been wanting to see for ages 
and that Jammy, who liked action movies and movies with special effects better than movies with 
a complex story line - had agreed to because after their weeks of illness and Ginny’s constant 
duties taking care of Jammy Junior, he had felt that he owed it to her to see a movie that she liked 
for a change.

During the last commercial break before the final chase scene of the action movie, Jammy went 
out onto the living room balcony to smoke a cigarette. Flex joined him. Jammy lit up and since the 
balcony was big enough, Flex chose an up-wind position to be away from the smoke. That up-
wind position, however, just happened to be on the right side of the balcony where the plastic crate 
was. As Flex took up his position there Jammy said: Hey, be careful man, you’ll scare the pigeons. 
Flex smiled and said: Oh no I won’t! Jammy, serious, said: Yeah you will man, there’s a pigeon 
that built its nest down there. Flex then turned and looked up on the roof. He pointed and said: 
You mean that pigeon over there. Jammy looked up to where Flex was pointing. Oh shit man, you 
see, it’s scared, come on over to this side of the balcony so that it can get back to its little chicks. 
Flex, still wearing his stupid smile, said: It hasn‘t got any little chicks to get back to Jammy. 
Jammy looked at him and said: Come on man, stop shitting me. No, said Flex, I’m serious. And 
then it dawned on Jammy. A look of horror crossed his face. You didn‘t! I did said Flex. I did. And 
I did it for you and Ginny but especially for little Jammy Junior. Don’t you realize what a danger 
these flying rats are to a little baby’s health.

Jammy still had the look of horror on his face. He was shaking his head slowly from side to side 
and looking at Flex as if he had just seen the real Flex for the very first time. You didn‘t do 
anything to them did you man. Come on now. Flex said: I threw them down into the bushes from 
the kitchen balcony and disinfected the crate. You or Ginny will have to wash it out with hot water 
and more disinfectant if you ever want to use it for anything like carrying bottles again, but I did 
what I could.
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Jammy hotboxed his smoke and flicked it over the rail and we both watched the red glow spin 
down until it hit the brick bath that snaked through the grass below and exploded into a million 
orange fragments. Jammy looked at Flex, who was still grinning happily. I did you a favor. Jammy 
shook his head and said: She’s gonna fucking kill you Flex. Flex said: Who? The pigeon? and 
pointed up to the bird on the roof. No, said Jammy. Ginny is going to fucking kill you. We wanted 
to wait until they were grown up and could fly and then get rid of the nest. Yeah, said Flex, and 
then not only their mother would come back to lay eggs here, they would too. No way Jammy. I 
know it might look like a cruel thing from some angle or other, but we’re talking the health and 
well-being of a child not two years old yet, not to mention that child’s parents.

Jammy looked up at the bird on the roof, down at the crate, then up at Flex who was still grinning 
and then burst into embarrassed laughter. She’s gonna fucking kill you man, that’s all I can say. 
Then both of then released all their nervous energy through continued giggles and laughter as Flex 
recounted step by step what he had done that evening to rid Jammy and his family of the menace 
of the flying rats. Jammy kept shaking his head and saying You didn‘t, then bursting into 
unrestrained giggles.

After they had half-watched the action movie to its gory conclusion with the blood-spattered hero 
walking off into the rising dawn sun with the blood-spattered woman of his dreams, Jammy told 
Flex about why he hadn‘t had the nerve to clear out the pigeon nest after they had first discovered 
it over a month before when they had come back from their vacation in Switzerland. You see, said 
Jammy, when I was a kid, my brother and I went out with an air gun and blasted about 20 pigeons 
to bits in the local park. We were just little kids. I was 10 and he was 8 and we were playing big 
game hunters. It was a Sunday after noon and they were so easy to kill it was crazy. Then of 
course we got caught by one of our neighbors and my father took the gun away and my mother 
gave me a long lecture about killing little defenseless animals and I‘ve felt guilty about it ever 
since. That’s why I couldn‘t do anything, even tough I knew I should have. And you know, Ginny, 
well, she has that same thing about not killing little defenseless animals and so, well, I just didn‘t 
want to confront her and my guilt at the same time. You understand?

Flex nodded in sympathy. Of course I understand. But you‘ve got to understand too. I only did it 
for the good of the baby - and of course for your own good too, as well as Ginny’s. I’m not a 
beast, you know. I don’t go around putting kittens in a bag and drowning them in the river or 
poisoning the dogs that shit in front of my door. But when there is a clear and present danger - 
they both recognized the film title and smiled.

Then Jammy said: Still man, I’d just stay away from here for a while because you can be sure that 
when she finds out she’s gonna want to throw you over the balcony! Then they both laughed.

While Flex rode through the wonderful early summer night, he thought about what he had done, 
what Jammy had said, how Ginny might react and came to the conclusion that he had done the 
right thing. I mean, he though to himself, if people can’t act in their own and their child’s interest, 
and you care for those people, and consider them friends, then surely it can’t be wrong to act on 
their behalf so that they don’t bring useless pain and evil upon themselves by their inability to act. 
Sure, he thought, it’s also a little arrogant and all that, but in the end I’m absolutely sure I did the 
right thing. And what else can you do except the right thing?
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WAR AGAIN!

What a month! The world was back at war again and Flex was bunkered down at home hoping 
that the war would stay far far away from him. Since he didn‘t have a TV, he wasn‘t being 
constantly bombarded with images, but he got more than enough information anyway. Too much, 
actually. Newspaper headlines screamed at him as he walked past newsstands, their front page 
photos of burning towers and blood spattered people made it seem as unreal as a Hollywood 
disaster movie. But it was all too real. People were being killed all over the place. Not just in some 
dark corner of Africa where no cameras dared to go, but in the heart of the western homelands. In 
the wild mountains of Afghanistan, the warriors were getting ready for the high noon showdown, 
and evil people everywhere were scheming death for whoever didn‘t want to think like they do.

If you spend time under fire at the front, then you can suffer from battle fatigue. But Flex wasn’t at 
the front - or at least he hoped that where he was wasn‘t going to be the front at any time in the 
future, but still he was suffering, he was suffering from war fatigue. The most obvious symptom of 
war fatigue was being sick and tired of any kind of news that had something to do with the war. 
He wished that the warring parties would just go about their business of killing each other without 
shouting about it in the newspapers and on the TV and radio. And he wished that all the expert 
commentators who had suddenly crawled out from under the woodwork would all go back to 
feasting on their secret reports in secret instead of blabbing their opinions on talk shows and in 
special interviews, while probably collecting fat fees for their special services. Even the dumbest 
pop stars and actors were being asked about their opinions. I mean, thought Flex, those people 
don’t even have opinions about the shitty songs they sing or the horrible movies they act in as long 
as they get enough money to do it.

Flex could have drifted into a deep depression very easily because of war fatigue. He could have 
locked his door and kept his head down until it was all over, but instead of that he held his head 
high and opened his windows and had a good look out at the world around him. The birds were 
still singing whenever they had a chance to, and the grass was still growing in his garden, and 
because of the mild October weather that had set in, his hedge was showing a renewed interest in 
producing green leaves as well. Of course the ivy never stopped its insidious creeping into corners 
and clawing onto whatever surface offered itself, like the wall of the house, the fence that 
separated him from his freaky neighbors, and of course any other plant that had branch strong 
enough to hold it.

The world outside kept going despite the war, despite all the wars that had been fought throughout 
the history of mankind on the planet. So it was up to Flex, as part of the natural order of things, to 
keep going as well. After all, he wasn‘t a politician, he wasn’t a soldier, he wasn‘t anything but a 
simple wall painter and computer operator who barely scraped an existence from the soil of the 
society he lived in - which because of the current economic downturn was relatively infertile soil 
right now. But his war fatigue had made him tired of being worried, tired of being scared, tired of 
hearing the word war, and tired of meeting intolerance every time he met somebody he knew.

Some of his friends, like Anna and Kai said: We should talk with them, listen to their grievances, 
help their people out of poverty, not bomb them.

Some of his other friends, who Flex knew had NEVER been conservative, friends in fact that had 
never shown one conservative feather in their plumage during all the time he had known them, 
friends who had been protesters against the Vietnam war, friends who had supported anybody who 
had been against the CIA and FBI - suddenly these friends were coming out with things like: We 
should nuke them towelheads!



© Danny Antonelli Flex • 140



Flex was shocked. Was everybody going insane? Couldn‘t anybody just step back for a moment 
and have a look at the situation from up above and far away? Maybe not.

Only one friend of his, Margaret, had spoken sensibly of the whole thing. She said: Ten thousand 
people die each year in this country because of car accidents. 100 thousand people die each year 
from alcohol-related diseases. And 120 thousand die each year because they smoke cigarettes and 
cigars. That’s 230 thousand deaths each year just there. Isn‘t that more than enough to keep 
population growth under control? It certainly didn‘t seem like it.

Look, she continued, there are millions upon millions of young people who are unemployed and 
unemployable in Muslim countries around the world. These kids haven’t been taught anything 
worth knowing in the modern world and they can’t do any kind of work that brings them a sense 
of dignity. Of course their leaders don’t want to have all these unhappy and unruly young people 
on their hands, and so? They say heat up their blood with words of hate and tell them: Go to war! 
Go to war against those other people over there. They hate you. You have to hate them. And so, 
because they haven’t learned how to think for themselves, and because they haven’t got any hope 
for a better life anyway, they rush off to war.

The main reason for war is always economic. If you have a bunch of people with nothing better to 
do, then send them to war. That’s sure to get a whole bunch of them eliminated from the system.

Flex though about it. You mean like a laxative for society?

Exactly, said Margaret. War is a laxative that purges society of the people it doesn‘t want hanging 
around and causing trouble. And of course a bunch of other people get rich from it - very very 
rich. All wars have economic roots, not religious or ideological roots, no matter what anyone tries 
to tell you. War is a business, and as long as it doesn‘t get too far out of control, it kicks certain 
parts of the economy into life and makes a number of people lots and lots of money - on both 
sides. In this war that’s going on now, the big money makers are going to be the guys who make 
weapons and ammunition, and the people who control energy supplies. And, if things keep going 
the way they are, then maybe some of the big pharmaceutical companies and biogenetic research 
firms will make megabucks too.

By the time it’s over, said Margaret, a whole generation of restless, unemployable youngsters will 
have been wiped out and a new bunch of billionaires will be ready to take over the reigns of world 
economic power.

Flex nodded his head in quiet agreement. Margaret was the only person he had met, up to now, 
who had really spoken sensibly about war, it’s causes and its probable results.

*
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Of course there was no way Flex could shut the war completely out of his life. It was a presence, 
like the weather. Sometimes foul and sometimes fair. But what he could do was get on with his 
life in a positive manner, do what he was supposed to be doing instead of wasting time on 
trivialities that did nothing to make him a better person.

It was another mild October morning, and Flex got up early. He had decided that he would begin a 
morning exercize program and so this new morning he picked up his 1 and a half kilo hand 
weights and began a series of arm movements designed to loosen up the muscles in his neck, 
shoulders and back. He went from those to stretching exercizes designed to loosen up the muscles 
in his legs and to give his stomach muscles some work to do as well. Lately, because of a diet rich 
in potatoes and butter and banana milk shakes, he had put on a roll of fat around his belly. Because 
he spent a lot of time sitting at his computer as well, the roll of fat didn‘t have a chance to get 
burned off through natural movement. So he was determined to work it off through exercizes 
targeted directly at it.

Bend and breathe. Bend and breathe. Bend and breathe. After ten minutes of intensive exercize he 
was ready for a shower. He stood under the hot water and felt as if finally he was heading in the 
right direction with his body as well as the rest of his life. But had it taken a war to get him 
started? He didn‘t want to give the war too much credit for his new energy, but it obviously had 
shaken him out of the comfortable lethargy that he had settled into lately. Ever since the SUDS gig 
had come to a close, he had been drifting from little job to little job, keeping his life together but 
not rising above the scum that had settled on the surface of his life.

It was on that morning, on his way to paint the wall at the factory, that Flex had a brilliant flash of 
inspiration. Now let me modify that a little. Perhaps the flash wasn‘t really that brilliant, but it was 
inspiration, and any kind of inspiration that could enter Flex was welcome as far as he was 
concerned. And it did actually come in the form of a flash.

As he was peddling his bike around the lake on his way to the other side where the factory was 
located, a truck sped past him transporting a huge pane of reinforced glass on its side. Flex looked 
into the glass and saw a reflection of the cloudless sky. After the truck had gone, he looked up at 
the sky and it didn‘t seem to be as blue or as cloudless as the sky that had been reflected in the 
glass. The glass had reflected a selective portion of the sky, not the whole sky. It had functioned 
like the lens of a camera. A camera! Flash! What if I used a camera to look at the world 
selectively, a little piece at a time? Surely that way I could see more intensely, more precisely, in a 
more focused fashion. Yes of course.

As he peddled along, he thought: But what could I focus ON? And then he knew exactly what he 
could focus on. PEOPLE. What else? He could learn how to point a camera lens at people and see 
what happened when he did. What would the camera reveal? Would he see only the outside of 
people or could he point it at them in such a way that he would then see what was hidden inside 
them as well?

The thoughts flashing through his head had excited him so much that he pushed harder on the 
pedals of his bike. He arrived at the factory all out of breath and flushed with color. Only after he 
had been at work for about half and hour did his heartbeat finally return to normal.
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Painting the wall always brought him back to normality, no matter how excited or depressed or 
angry or anything else he had been before he started painting. The steadiness of the strokes, the 
smooth up and down of the brush and the soft sound it made against the wall, everything 
combined to bring calm and normality back into his being. His breathing became steady, his eyes 
concentrated on the the tip of the brush as it spread white over the wall, his whole body 
coordinated in fluid movements of arm, wrist, torso, legs, bending from time to time at the waist 
when he had to reach and dip the brush into the can of paint. Whether he knew it or not, Flex was 
in a ballet, a painter’s ballet. And the result was that not only did the wall get an even coat of 
white paint spread across its cold grey surface, but the ballet dancer - in this case Flex - was raised 
up, spiritually, by the dance, up to a higher plane of existence, to a place where he could stand and 
view life calmly and securely, no matter what kind of shit was coming down around him.

By the time Flex quit painting that morning, he felt his mind and body vibrating with life. His ride 
back along the shore of the lake made him feel even more secure in his new vision of how to 
proceed.

He would learn to look at people through the lens of a camera - a camera that captured moving 
pictures - and he would let them tell their own stories through their faces, their eyes and the way 
that they moved their bodies in front of the lens.

But how would he start? Where was he going to get a camera? And who exactly would he focus it 
on? He couldn‘t just walk down the street and point it in any stranger’s face - could he? Of course 
he could, but he might get into trouble if he did that too often. Maybe it would be better, thought 
Flex, if I got myself a book or two on the subject first, and then a camera to practice with, and then 
found on one person who I’d like to film a portrait of. Now that sounded logical enough, didn‘t it?

*

Logic was good. But when certain women were involved, you could forget it. Veronica had found 
her way back into Flex’s life and the horror of her illogical existence was near to giving Flex an 
anxiety attack.

It happened like this: On the same day that Flex had his great inspiration to grab a camera and 
start looking through it at people and show the world who and what they were made of, Veronica 
had called him and insisted that she come and see him that evening. He tried desperately to think 
of an excuse to make her visit impossible, but he hesitated too long on the phone and she bull-
dozed him into agreeing on a seven p.m. meeting.

All day, as he sat at his computer and worked on a website for a new theater company that had just 
started up, his concentration was interrupted by thoughts of impending doom. He wondered what 
it was that Veronica wanted to see him about. It had literally been years since he had last seen her. 
The last time she was on the arm of some guy and apparently they were going to get married. He 
remembered with distaste how she had tried to hook him into marrying her through suicide 
attempts and other wily tricks. Thank goodness he hadn‘t fallen for any of that crap. And now she 
was coming back into his life. Flex knew, deep down, that Veronica was going to mean trouble, 
nothing but trouble.

Seven p.m. finally came around, and the doorbell rang. Flex went to the front door as reluctantly 
as he would have walked up the 13 steps of a scaffold to meet the hangman.
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Oh Flex, Veronica said as she pushed her way in past him, I’m so glad to see you. Flex muttered 
something unintelligible behind her back as he closed the door and followed her into the living 
room.

Veronica was carrying something up her against her chest and it was bundled up in a pink blanket. 
Hanging on a strap from her shoulder, was a square blue nylon sports bag. She turned to face him 
just after she entered the living room and thrust the pink blanketed bundle into his face. Look, said 
Veronica, isn‘t she cute?

She folded back an edge of the blanket and revealed the sleeping face of a tiny infant that had a 
pink cotton cap on her round head. Flex couldn‘t really tell if the child was cute or not because she 
had her eyes closed and was barely visible under all that blanket and cap, but he murmured: Yeah, 
she sure is. And then he looked at Veronica and asked the stupidest question he could ask: Is it 
yours?

Veronica smiled dumbly and said: Yeah. She’s two months old. Well, ten weeks actually. I’m still 
breast-feeding her.

Flex nodded and stepped back to look at the mother and her child from a more comfortable 
distance. If she’s still breast-feeding, he thought, then she certainly won’t be asking me to take 
care of the child for her. And anyway I’ll refuse if she asks me. I don’t want that kind of 
responsibility.

But Veronica had something else in mind. She said: Walter and I are splitting up and I wanted to 
know if Jeannie and I could come and stay with you until I find a new place to stay.

Flex said: Walter? But I saw you with some other guy a couple of years ago and you said you were 
going to marry him.

Veronica said: Oh him, he was a real turd. He used me Flex, absolutely used me. He made all sorts 
of promises and then just ran out on me. Went down to Munich without saying a word. Just ran 
away. Two months later I met Walter and he was so sweet and understanding. And then when I got 
pregnant he agreed to marry me, and so we got married seven months ago. But then it all went 
down hill. Walter started acting real funny, not wanting to sleep with me any more when I was 
pregnant, even though I wanted to real real bad almost all the time - being pregnant was like an 
aphrodisiac for me Flex, I can’t understand it. And then, after Jeannie was born and, well you 
know how in the first few weeks you don’t get much sleep at night and all, well then Walter just 
started not coming home at night. He said he was staying with fiends or at his mother’s house 
because he needed to get enough sleep so that he could get up in time for work each day. He’s an 
insurance broker for a big company. He earns real good money. But he kept saying we didn‘t need 
a new apartment. But his three-room place is only 80 square meters and that’s way too small for 
three people. I told him that we’d need at least a hundred or a hundred and twenty-five square 
meters if we were going to be comfortable with the baby. And who knows, we would probably 
have more baby’s too after this one, but he freaked. He stopped coming home Flex. He says he’s 
staying at his mother’s place but each time I phone him there his mother says he’s busy and can’t 
come to the phone. So I‘ve decided that I’m going to leave him and I want to know if Jeannie and 
I can come and stay with you for a while.

She was rocking the blanked bundle gently from side to side as she beamed a smile and looked at 
Flex with wide bright eyes.
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For the first time in his life Flex was not at a loss for a reply. No, he said. No way, Veronica. You 
can’t stay here. Number one: I have less room than you have at home. Number two: I’d go 
absolutely nuts if your cute little daughter started crying in the middle of the night and woke me 
up. It might even make me violent! And number three: You and I haven’t seen or spoken to each 
other in over two years. We weren‘t really friends anyway before that, even though I did you a 
favor once and went with you to your parent’s house and pretended to be your fiancée. I was not 
your fiancée. I was not even your boyfriend. In fact I wasn‘t even your friend, even though you 
might have mistakenly assumed my kindness for friendship of some kind. No, Veronica. No. Go to 
someone you know, someone who likes you. There is no way in the world that you are going to 
stay here with me.

Veronica’s smile melted into a clenched-toothed grimace and her eyes narrowed to cobra-like slits 
that flashed with red menace. She tightened her grip on the pink bundle in her arms and hunched 
her shoulders.

But before she could speak again, Flex turned and walked back toward the front door. As he 
walked, slowly and determined, he said: And don’t think you can get me to do what you want if 
you threaten to kill yourself or harm the baby. If you even make a threatening move in any 
direction except the front door, I’ll grab you and throw you out of here before you can do me, the 
baby or yourself any harm at all.

He reached the front door just as his little speech came to an end. He hadn‘t shouted, he hadn‘t 
used an angry undertone. He had stated his point of view clearly and forcefully, and he underlined 
it now by opening the door and holding it open.

There was a short period of silence and then Flex heard Veronica coming toward him. Her face 
was an ugly mask of rage. And she was holding the baby like a fullback held a football when he 
was about to dive over center in a goal-to-go situation. Head down, eyes blazing, she marched past 
him and out the front door without so much as another word. She walked out through the front 
gate and Flex watched her as she strode forcefully down the block into the darkness.

He closed the door softly and turned the key twice in the lock. Let her go spoil somebody else’s 
life, he thought. Mine is hard enough to live the way it is now anyway.

*

The next day Flex didn‘t feel so good. He woke up early, as usual, and rode off to the factory after 
doing his exercizes and taking a hot shower. But though the work finally calmed him down and 
brought him back to equilibrium, the thought that Veronica could burst into his life again made 
him uneasy. When he left home in the morning, he looked over his shoulder and behind parked 
cars to see if Veronica was lurking their waiting for him. Then, when he rode back home, he 
circled his block once and approached his place from a different direction, just in case Veronica 
was lying in wait for him.

But the coast was clear on both occasions. And although he hesitated before answering the 
telephone, none of the few callers who called him that day were Veronica.
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How could he have been so assertive the night before and then retreated so quickly into timidity? 
One of the reasons, he knew, was that he had felt sorry for the baby, for the little Jeannie that 
Veronica held in her arms. The baby was helpless and completely dependent on its mother. And he 
felt sorry for it because it was completely dependent on a mother like Veronica. A woman who 
seemed to have only one over-riding need in life and that was to have a man who would serve her 
needs, whatever they happened to be at the moment, either monetary, sexual or, as in the case of 
Flex the night before, shelter.

But if she was married to this Walter guy, thought Flex logically that evening as it got darker and 
darker outside, then why should she need to move apartments? That three room apartment was as 
much hers as it was Walter’s. Even if it was in his name. If they were married, then she was 
automatically included as a contract partner. And if Walter wasn‘t coming home, then why should 
she complain and want to move out? She would have 80 square meters of apartment space for 
herself and the baby. Surely that was enough room for two people.

After another millisecond of deep thought Flex realized that what Veronica was actually trying to 
do was to capture Flex as her next provider. She had remembered his softness, his kindness, his 
tender soul, and she had thought that now, with a fresh baby in her arms she could easily rope Flex 
into becoming responsible for both of them. Luckily, Flex had been assertive for once in his life. 
He had literally shown her the door, and Veronica had walked out of it into the dark night.

Why was she like she was? Well, during one of the long nights he had spent with her after her 
suicide attempt all those years ago she had told him that her mother had never hugged her, never 
taken her into her arms. Her father had tried to be nice to her but the only way he ever showed it 
was by buying her things. He didn‘t hug and kiss her either. She had been left to live with parents 
who never showed her physical human warmth. They gave all their love and attention to her older 
brother. In fact, her mother had been kind enough to tell her, when Veronica was 12 years old, that 
Veronica had been an accident but that instead of aborting her, they had decided to keep her. And 
so they kept her, like an unwanted third wheel on a racing bike.

For years while she was growing up, as she had told Flex that night, she thought that there was 
something wrong with her and that was the reason why her mother didn‘t love her. She thought 
about what it could be and after noticing how lovingly they treated her older brother came to the 
conclusion that her mother didn‘t love her because she was a boy that had been born deformed, 
without the penis thing sticking out that her brother had. One day, when she was about four or five 
she said, she examined herself carefully and discovered her clitoris, which she mistakenly 
believed to be her under-developed penis. This, she was sure was the reason her mother didn‘t 
love her, because she was a deformed boy. She harbored this secret belief for years, until she was 
13 and got her first period and realized that she was definitely a girl - a girl who was turning into a 
woman.

But, thought Flex now these many years later as he contemplated her secret words to him, 
Veronica’s long-standing belief that she was a deformed boy had definitely had a negative 
psychological effect on her, so that whenever she came into contact with a man she would either 
try and compete with him like boys do with each other, or immediately act frail and helpless and 
expect the man to behave like a knight in shining armor and come to her rescue.
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Then Veronica told him about her incestuous relationships with her cousins. She had slept with 4 
different male cousins of hers, 4 brothers. She said that at the time, starting when she was 19, her 
cousins were the only men who would give her a second glance. Not that she was ugly, but the 
boys she had known from school were stupid, and she hadn‘t come into contact with many other 
men since she hadn‘t started working yet. And her other girl cousin, Katherine, had slept with the 
four brothers too, so Veronica didn‘t think there was anything really wrong with it. With one of 
her male cousins, the who lived in Frankfurt, she had continued the affair - off and on - until just 
before she had met Flex. Or at least that’s what she told him. Flex, thinking about it now, didn‘t 
see why he should believe she had been telling the truth. Probably it had only been a ploy like her 
suicide, trying to soften him up for the kill.

Thank god Flex hadn‘t fallen for it.

Then she told him the most horrible thing of all, and she used these words, she said: I murdered 
two babies, Flex.

Flex remembered how he had reacted, the cold chill that had crept along his arms and the back of 
his neck. Am I holding a murderess in my arms?

Then Veronica continued: You see, I got pregnant twice, from the same guy, and there just didn‘t 
seem to be any way that I could have had those children. First of all I was really scared to give 
birth to a child. I was terrified about the whole process. I thought it would rip me apart, end my 
life. So as soon as I was sure I was pregnant, I rushed off to the doctor and had an abortion. The 
second time I got pregnant, from the same guy, I knew that he would never have enough money to 
take care of me and the kid, so I got rid of it too. And I didn‘t feel guilty at all at the time. But 
now, well, when I get in black and blue depressions like this, I feel like I murdered two innocent 
lives.

Flex had known, back then, that Veronica was one sick person. But he had believed, somehow, 
that he could guide her to a good psychotherapist, maybe push her in the direction of realizing 
who she was and what talents lay hidden inside her and help her to do something positive with her 
existence instead of just lurking in wait for some poor slob who would have to bear her and all her 
burdens, both psychological and monetary.

You see, Veronica had never done anything in her life that she was proud of having done. Oh, she 
had worked, had jobs of all sorts, but she had never achieved anything that she thought was 
worthwhile. Once she qualified as a foreign-language secretary, but even that qualification didn‘t 
make her feel like a competent office worker.

Flex remembered how when she had described her past love affairs, she had mentioned one 
boyfriend after another and what each one had as a career or a talent. One was a lawyer, one was a 
writer, another had been a successful businessman, another a computer salesman. Never once had 
she described anything that she herself had done or achieved. She identified her whole existence 
through her men. She had no identity. That was her problem.

Well, Flex was not going to let her steal his identity from him, nor was he going to waste his time 
trying to rescue her from the messy way of life she had gotten herself into in the first place. She 
was a desperately poor soul, of course, and though Flex tried to love his neighbor as much as 
possible, Veronica was a neighbor from hell and he didn‘t want to get burned by her again.
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Flex wasn‘t turning into a heartless cad. Nothing of the kind. He had learned painfully over the 
years that he had to protect his own precarious existence and see whether or not he could develop 
into the person of promise he was supposed to develop into. And maybe, just maybe, Flex was 
doing Veronica a big big favor as well. Maybe by showing her the door he had succeeded in 
showing her once and for all that she would have to find her own solutions to her problems and 
not always try and dump them on somebody else.

After another few milliseconds of contemplation however he thought: Well, Veronica being the 
psychologically devastated Veronica that she is, probably won’t change one single bit. But really, 
no matter how much pity I might have for the plight of her poor little baby girl, there is no way in 
the world that I am going to sacrifice myself to her stupidity.

Goodbye Veronica. Goodbye - and I hope, for ever and ever and ever.

THEREFORE I AM

One of the most important things in life, thought Flex, is to carry on. Just get up each morning and 
get through the day, no matter how terrible you might feel, no matter how useless the work is, no 
matter how hopeless the prospects might be. Just get up and go, that’s all that you have to do. You 
might be in a bad mood, you might be in a good mood, you might be somewhere in between good 
and bad, or way over the border of good and bad, it doesn‘t matter, as long as you manage to move 
your butt out of bed, stand up on your feet, shuffle through the day and get your work done, 
whatever that work might be.

Flex’s work was painting the wall at the factory. It was endless, pointless and waking up so early 
each morning often tired him out, but he got up each morning anyway, rain or dry, wind or hail, 
snow or hot sunshine, and rode his bike around the edge of the lake to the factory, climbed up the 
scaffold, opened up the cans of paint, dipped his brush and spread soothing white over the endless 
grey of the factory wall.

Why?

Flex had actually stopped asking himself why he did it. It was just something that he did and he 
would continue to do it for as long as the factory wall needed fresh white paint. And it was quite 
clear to him that the wall would always need paint. And it was also quite clear to him that he 
would never be finished, that if one day his arm failed to lift, that if one day he could no longer 
push the peddles on his bike and ride around the lake to the factory, that if one day he didn‘t roll 
out of bed and put his feet on the floor, that if one day... well, that if one day he just kept on 
sleeping, the wall would still be there and it would still need a painter. And he knew that the day 
after he was no longer there to paint, another painter would arrive and take a brush and apply the 
whiteness needed to make the grey go away.

So there was no reason for Flex to ask why. He just did it. And most of the time he was more than 
happy to do it, even if on some particularly dark and chilly wet winter mornings he wanted to turn 
off the alarm, roll over and continue dreaming. Those were the mornings when he took a deep 
breath, forced his eyes open and literally pushed himself out of bed, out of the warm cocoon of 
blankets and dreams, into the cold reality of the new day.
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The reward for his dogged persistence always came, and it always came AFTER the daily painting 
session was finished, as he rode back home around the edge of the lake. A sudden surge of energy 
would shoot through his body, from his toes to the top of his scalp, as if lightning was coursing 
through him - but the opposite way around, from bottom to top instead of from top to bottom. 
Each day he was surprised when the surge came because each day it came unexpectedly. Each day 
at a different moment along the ride home. Once or twice he had waited for it to come. That was 
in the early days, after he had just started to paint. But waiting for it never proved helpful. It just 
didn‘t come while he was waiting for it. He would wait, peddle, wait, peddle and nothing would 
happen. Then, at some point he would get bored with waiting and anticipating and look at the sky, 
the water, the flat surface of the lake, or a swan arching its neck before plunging it down under the 
water, or at a duck as it cruised in for a landing on the surface and then bang, like a fountain rising 
up from the earth, it would wash refreshing coldness over the soles of his feet and then up, 
caressing his ankles with energy, his calves with pulsing power, up it would shoot and surround 
his knees with coils of icy heat, then surge up through his thighs, into his crotch and circle his hips 
before it flooded over his stomach and chest and spread across his shoulders, up his neck and then 
filled his head with clarity, ending with a tingling sensation at the very top of his scalp.

The energy surge would come and Flex would know, once again, that he was alive. He would 
know it as surely as he could know anything at all. He would know it, feel filled with the 
happiness that life is, and then continue to peddle his bike home.

Flex had learned, early on, not to mistake this surge of life energy for anything special. It certainly 
wasn‘t a drug-like experience, it didn‘t get him high, and of course because it didn‘t get him high 
there was no let-down afterwards. It was really nothing special, even though he was glad after it 
came over him when it did. How could Flex describe it? Actually, he had never told anybody 
about it, not even his closest friend these days, Serena. It was a personal experience, something 
that happened to him at a moment he least expected it. And, since it didn‘t transform him in any 
way from the plain old Flex that he normally was into some kind of a super-Flex or something, he 
didn‘t give it any extra significance or importance. It was, basically, just a pleasant feeling that 
came over him in a surge that lasted a few golden moments and then was gone. Although the 
awareness remained - the awareness of life alive in himself and alive in the trees and animals 
around him as well.

*

I guess, thought Flex, that in the end all you can say to describe it is that it’s a reminder, a 
reminder that life is still continuing and that you are in the middle of it and so are the things 
around you, even the stones under the tires of your bike and the water under the ducks and the 
clouds scudding across the sky. That’s it, thought Flex. The surge is a reminder. And the reminder 
comes after I‘ve done my little bit of painting for the day, that filling the grey void with white, 
changing the flat face of raw cement wall into an endless expanse of possibility, creating a white 
surface where the imagination of each person who looks at it can fly free of all restraint.

Flex knew that he wasn‘t doing anything remarkable. He had met people who told him that it was 
better to do nothing, to remain silent, to leave things as they were, not to add to the chaos of the 
universe. But Flex had always asked them only one question: Do you exist?

This was a question they could never answer. But it was a question Flex could always answer.

I paint the wall, he said, therefore I am.
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TRAVELER’S TALES

One night, Flex was invited to go to a blues club. The show started around 10 p.m. and went on till 
about midnight. The band was OK, even though Flex couldn‘t remember their name. It wasn‘t 
really important. Blues is blues and either the band plays it right or it doesn‘t. This band played it 
OK. The friends who had invited Flex had also invited a guy called Donald Oaks, an American 
guy that was visiting Hamburg from Chicago where he was a literature professor at a local 
community college.

In the bar after the show almost everybody was talking about the war. Flex was still suffering from 
war fatigue, so he didn‘t join in. He noticed that Donald wasn‘t interested in what they were 
talking about either, so Flex turned to speak with Donald.

Flex said: I’m sick of the war already.

Donald said: Me too. My problem is that I spent some time in Afghanistan and so I know what it’s 
like there, how the people are. Most Americans and Europeans haven’t got a clue.

Flex asked him: When were you there?

30 years ago, said Donald. 30 years ago! But it seems just like yesterday. I was living in India at 
the time. The war in Vietnam was finishing up. I had been at school in Los Angeles for 2 years, at 
LACC, learning all about film and literature, and working part-time for Channel 2, the local CBS 
affiliate. I was answering letters from viewers. It was a stupid system. There were pre-written 
answers for every letter already. All we had to do was type in the name of the person who we were 
sending the letter to and the name of the program they were commenting about. It was boring 
work, but it paid well, and after a summer of full-time work and a sudden influx of money from a 
small inheritance that my uncle Sol left me, I decided to get the hell away from America. India 
was my first choice and so I hopped a plane and flew directly to Bombay.

Man was it hot! I thought I’d have no problems with the heat because I’d been living in California 
for three years, but India was really really hot. It was like somebody had dropped into a steam 
room, except that you couldn‘t see the steam, you could just feel it holding your skin like a steamy 
glove. I just never stopped sweating. It was incredible. And since I’d heard about all the diseases, I 
was afraid to drink just plain water, so I lived on about 5 cups of tea per day. Strangely enough, 
the tea, which they boil with milk. water and sugar in the same pot, kept me cooler than cold water 
would have done. It brought my body temperature up closer to the temperature of the air around 
me.

Let’s see. I arrived in December, and so it was pretty dry. But later, in the spring, when the rains 
came, it was unbearable, so that’s when I moved north and travelled to Benares and stuff like that.

Flex had been listening intently to Donald, but then he asked: How did you get to Afghanistan?

Oh yeah, I was going to tell you about Afghanistan wasn‘t I? said Donald with a short laugh. But 
India was such a new experience for me that I think I have to tell you about India before I move 
along to my story about Afghanistan, is that OK?

Flex nodded. Of course it was OK. After all, it was Donald telling the story and he could tell it any 
way he wanted to.
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India is a crazy place, said Donald. What I didn‘t know at the time was that many of the Indian 
languages are related to English because they belong to what’s known as the Indo-European group 
of languages. It seems that the same people who came from the plains of central Russia to settle in 
Europe, also rode down through the mountains into northern India and settled there.

Donald looked at Flex and smiled. I didn‘t know any of this before I went to India. It was only 
afterwards when I went back to school that I got really interested and started learning about the 
history of the place. While I was there, I was there in the present tense, so to speak. I had 
absolutely no clue about their history or anything about their culture. All I knew was that the 
English had ruled there once and so I could speak English and most of the people would 
understand me. And that was true too, at least in the big cities like Bombay and New Delhi.

But then I met a Swedish girl, Erika, black hair, brown eyes, skin as pale as blank sheet of paper, 
and she said she was on her way to Goa and did I want to join her? That was the first time in my 
life that a girl had asked me to go anywhere with her. But I recovered quickly from the shock and 
the next day we were on a coastal steamer heading down south to Goa.

In those days the train service to Goa was horrible. I don’t know if it’s any better today actually. 
But the steamer was a regular service and it was crowded, mostly with Goans returning after a 
visit to Bombay, and loaded down with goods that they were either going to use themselves or sell 
to other people. There were only a few foreigners on the steamer, a little group of people who 
hung together under the canopy that was stretched above the hard wooden benches that were 
screwed down on the upper deck. I guess a couple of the people could have been described as 
hippies, with long hair and pretty dreamy ideas about the mystical land of India. But the rest of us 
were just travelling for fun or curiosity, as economically as possible.

Erika, like me, was a student. She had finished a year of university in Stockholm and wanted to 
escape from the darkness and cold of the Scandinavian winter. She was travelling with two other 
girls and a boy called Sven. I’m not sure if Sven had any kind of interest in Erika or not, but he 
didn‘t exchange more than a few words with me all the time I was in their company, which was 
for the next two weeks while we were in Goa.

He spent all his time speaking Swedish with the other two girls and staying out of our way. Which 
was OK by me, since after we got to Goa, Erika and I started sleeping together.

But that’s another story, said Donald as he drank down the rest of his beer and waved at the waiter 
to bring him another.

I didn‘t want to tell you about my love life. He smiled.

Oh that’s OK. said Flex, smiling in return. Love is part of life.

Donald nodded. Yeah. You’re right about that Flex, love is part of life.

*

Love is part of life. Yeah, that’s right, said Donald. His new beer arrived and he took a sip before 
continuing his story.
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Well, he said, I spent two wonderful weeks down in Goa with Erika and her friends. we walked 
naked on the beach and went swimming in water that was as warm as bath water. Each morning 
we’d go and sit in a little cafe not far from the beach in a small fisher’s village called Colva 
Beach. In those days there wasn‘t a single hotel on any beach along the coast. It was purely virgin 
territory. Later on the developers came and now Goa is thick with tourists and all the ills that come 
with modern tourism. But back in 1971 it was still a kind of primitive paradise.

Anyway, my stay in Paradise lasted 2 weeks. Erika and I had nothing more to say to each other 
after those two weeks, and though we had slept with each other a few times, we both knew it 
wasn‘t love. So when I finally left to go back to Bombay, we didn‘t even exchange addresses, and 
she didn‘t bother to come to the harbor to see me off.

I let after breakfast at the cafe. I got in a taxi and rode to the harbor to catch my boat. I waved to 
her from the taxi and she waved to me and that was it.

Back in Bombay I met an American guy who was on his way to Nepal and since I wanted to travel 
to Delhi and Benares - which, by the way, is called Varanasi in India - I teamed up with him and 
we took the overnight train together to Delhi. We rode third class on wooden benches along with 
the poorest Indians and their goods and chattel. Some of the people were curious and wanted to 
talk with us, find out where we were from, while others just stared at us and kept their distance.

The American guy I met was called Richard Cohen. He was from Orange, New Jersey. He had an 
agenda. He wanted to go to Katmandu and then to meet a certain guru. Gurus were not what I was 
looking for in those days. I wasn‘t actually looking for anything at all, I was just travelling, letting 
the wind blow me back and forth across the country to where it might. Of course I was curious 
about Varanasi because that was the holy city, where the Ganges ran in a wide flat stream past 
hundred and hundreds of temples and where people came from all over India to wash themselves 
in the holy river.

I wanted to see Varanasi.

Richard wanted to see Katmandu. In Delhi, after a few days of rest, he set off for his goal and I set 
off for mine. We rode the train again together as far as Allahabad and then our paths diverged. I 
found out that his family had come to the United States after the war as refugees from Poland and 
that his father’s real name had been Sykorytzky, but when the immigration officials heard that they 
asked him: Are you Jewish? His father had said, Yes, I am. Good, said the immigration official, 
your name is Cohen. Next!

That was how Richard’s family got their name. Because some immigration official was too lazy to 
ask How do you spell Sykorytzky?

Anyway, Richard went to Katmandu and I went to Varanasi, where I washed myself in the Ganges 
before I went to a little place not far from the city to where the Buddha had once sat. There was a 
great big stuppa there, a mound of earth and bricks, round, and hundreds of monks and other 
people walking around it and praying - or at least I suppose that’s what they were doing. I just 
walked around it once and then went off to a place from where I could see the whole thing and 
watched the people come and go for the rest of the day.

India was the kind of place where you could sit down somewhere and just watch people all day. 
There was always something to see. People, animals of all kinds, especially cows and monkeys 
and of course snakes, cobras. The snake charmers were always there by the side of the road 
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playing their flutes and letting the cobras spread their hoods for the curious. After trying to be nice 
to beggars in Bombay after I first arrived, I soon gave up giving alms regularly. There were far too 
many poor people everywhere and my poor coins were not going to help them. Once in a while I 
would see some particularly desperate-looking person and slip them a coin, but I tried not to let 
anyone see me do it, otherwise the beggars would gather round like flies. Once, I remember, I was 
encircled by a whole group of the most miserable looking souls I had ever seen. They were 
plucking at my shirt and my trousers. Their faces were contorted and they were screaming at me: 
Give me something boss. Give me. Give me. I reached into my trousers and pulled out a fistful of 
paisas and tossed them onto the sidewalk behind my back. The beggars broke away from me and 
scrabbled to pick up the coins and I made my escape.

That was India.

Afghanistan was completely different. Completely. Nobody ever begged anything from me the 
whole time I was there.

Donald drank off some more of his beer.

Hey, but before I get to Afghanistan, I have to tell you why the hell I went there in the first place, 
don’t I?

*

Flex had been listening and drinking. If Donald wanted to tell him why he had gone to 
Afghanistan, then he could go ahead. But Flex was enjoying the story anyway, even with out the 
why.

You see, said Donald, it was like this: After Varanasi, I went back to Delhi. Because I was sick and 
tired of cheap hotels, I went to stay at an old colonial place called the Ashoka, where I got a room 
with clean sheets, a bath tub and free use of the swimming pool and tennis courts. They even had 
tennis rackets for me to use. It was a great old hotel. I went swimming each day and while I was 
lounging around the pool one afternoon I met up a French woman. Her husband worked for Air 
France. She was a little older than me, but not too much older. Her husband was in Paris for 
business and she had nothing better to do than go swimming at the Ashoka where, she said, she 
could meet people who weren‘t French, since the French preferred to stay at the Oberoi Hilton. 
Her name was Estelle. She was rather thin, tanned a deep brown, and she wore her dark hair short 
because, as she said, that way she didn‘t have to spend so much time on it.

She had one of those brilliant smiles that capture you completely, kind of wrap you in warmth 
each time she flashed it your direction. Of course I kept my distance at first, thinking: God, I don’t 
want her to think that I’m trying to pick her up. But Estelle laughed away my hesitation and broke 
the ice early on by telling me that joke about the young American couple who come to visit Paris 
for the first time. Do you know it?

Flex shook his head. He couldn‘t remember jokes all that well and probably hadn‘t heard it before 
anyway.

Well, continued Donald. A young American couple with a little baby arrive in Paris and go to their 
hotel and the chambermaid shows them around the room. They like the big double bed, and they 
like the old cupboards, but when they get to the bathroom there is some confusion. The American 
woman, who is holding the little baby in her arms points at the toilet and says, I know what that is, 
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but what’s that? The chambermaid, who is a sweet young thing looks at her and looks at the 
husband and says, Zat, Madame is ze bidet? Bidet asks the American woman. What’s it for? To 
wash the baby in? And then the French chambermaid smiles and says: Oh no Madame, it is not to 
wash the baby IN, it is to wash the baby OUT!

Flex had to give that joke a little chuckle because it was quite funny.

Donald continued his story however without taking too much time out for Flex’s chuckle.

Anyway, that evening we ended up having dinner together in the best Indian restaurant I‘ve ever 
eaten in. It was in some obscure part of Delhi and I know I’ll never find it again. At the table next 
to us there was a large group of young Italians celebrating something or other. Estelle, who could 
understand their language said that four of them were leaving for Calcutta the next day, by car, and 
that the others were seeing them off. Then she said: But it is bad luck for them. I laughed and 
asked her: How could it be bad luck? She said: There are 13 of them at the table.

I counted them, and sure enough there were 13. But superstition was something alien to me then. I 
told Estelle I didn‘t believe in stuff like that. She shook her head from side to side slowly. 
Everybody believes what they want to believe.

That night, just before she dropped me off at the Ashoka, she invited me to go with her to an 
Indian wedding. It would last from Friday night through to Sunday, she said, but we would only 
go on the first night. The man getting married was a driver for her husband’s company and it was 
important for her to make an appearance. But with me? I asked. Well, a woman cannot go to a 
place like that, deep in the heart of Old Delhi, alone. So, you will be my chaperone. And then she 
flashed that brilliant smile at me and there was no way I could refuse.

So, she picked me up at the Ashoka on Friday evening. Now you have to know that no Europeans 
that I met in India at that time ever drove their own cars. Everybody had a driver or took a taxi. 
The chaos on the roads was incredible, and so nobody took any chances. They left the driving to 
Indians.

Anyway, as soon as I got into the car and we started off to the wedding, she put a copy of the 
Times of India into my lap. There was a front page article about a horrible car accident on the road 
to Calcutta. Apparently a truck had crashed head-first into a Jeep carrying four Italian tourists. One 
of them was killed instantly and the other three were in serious condition in hospital. The driver of 
the truck had run away.

I looked at Estelle and she knew what my question was going to be. She answered it with raised 
eyebrows and nothing else. Then she took the newspaper off my lap, threw it on the floor of the 
car at her feet and put her warm hand over the back of my hand. She smiled and said: Indian 
weddings are spectacular, I’m sure you’ll enjoy it very much.

I turned my hand over so that our palms met and then covered the back of her hand with my other 
hand, holding it between mine like a fragile treasure all the way to the wedding.

*

The wedding was spectacular, said Donald. The groom arrived on a white horse, dressed in white 
and gold, and his bride waited for him in the main room of the house, dressed in a red and gold 
sari, with a gold veil over her head, surrounded by women from her family.
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The bride and groom exchanged garlands of flowers and sat next to each other while hundreds, 
literally hundreds of people came past and gave them envelopes with money and brought little 
gifts. When Estelle went forward, she presented them with thick envelope bulging with banknotes 
and the smiles and bows were endless.

The ceremony was endless too. We finally left just after midnight. And it was on the ride home 
that Estelle asked me if I had been planning to go to Afghanistan. I said no, I hadn‘t been planning 
anything at all really. Then she said: I’m flying to Kabul next week, perhaps we could meet there.

And so that’s why I went to Afghanistan. To meet Estelle in Kabul.

Donald looked at Flex and drank more beer.

In those days I didn‘t look too bad, you know. After all, it was 30 years ago! Donald laughed. I 
didn‘t need glasses like I do today, and I wasn‘t carrying any fat at all. Donald slapped the roll of 
belly hanging over his jeans a few times to emphasize the point. And of course my hair was still 
untouched by grey.

Anyway, there was no way I was going to fly to Kabul. I hate flying. I only do it when I have to. 
So I took a train as far as Amritsar on the Indian border and then crossed over into Pakistan by 
foot, took a taxi to Lahore and then a train all the way through to Peshawar. Down at the bottom of 
the Khyber Pass there’s a little town where you have to stop and get a bus that’ll take you up 
through the pass to Kabul. I got there early in the morning from Peshawar and started looking 
around for a bus. Before I found one, I saw things I had never seen before in my whole life, I 
swear. Not only was there every kind of gun and rifle on sale in these little wooden shacks, there 
were places where you could buy hashish in big black slabs, by the kilo. They had them stacked 
up there like square-pan pizzas, one on top of the other.

I mean I had smoked some dope in my day, but what was going down there was way beyond 
anything I wanted to get myself involved in. I had a good eyeful of it all and then finally got on 
my bus and headed up the Khyber Pass.

I never carry a camera with me when I travel because I figure if I can’t remember it in my head 
then it’s not worth remembering. So I don’t have any pictures from those days. But I can tell you, 
the Khyber Pass is one hell of a ride. Hairpin bends from start to finish, and a slow steady climb, 
up, up, up, through bare brown mountains that haven’t seen vegetation in centuries from the look 
of it. The only view you could get was looking down at the winding road you’d just climbed. It 
was like some endless worm that had twisted itself into such tight knots that it would never get 
untangled. If you tried to look up to where you were going, all you could see was these huge 
brown mountains and a sparkling blue sky without a cloud in it. The road was invisible from 
below looking up.

After hours of twisting and turning and slow going, the diesel engine of the bus suffering all the 
way, we finally hit a patch of flat ground. I had been dreaming about something and suddenly 
woke up to realize we were coming down the main road into Kabul.

The bus disgorged its passengers in the center of the city, near a sprawling street market, and I 
wandered around among turbaned men and had a look at what was on sale. Bread, fruit, 
vegetables of all kinds, with people bargaining and laughing and milling around.
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For some people I was a curiosity and they stared at me. But nobody bothered me. No beggars 
bothered me. In fact I didn‘t see any beggars while I was in Kabul. There were some people who 
were obviously poor, but there were no beggars like in India and in Pakistan.

Kabul is a strange city. Sections of it were full of modern buildings and paved streets, and then 
suddenly a whole part was like the middle ages, dirt streets and wooden huts. And in the distance, 
kind of like looming over the city, there was this huge mountain, a brown giant that gave you the 
feeling the city was just an insignificant little blemish on the earth beneath it.

The sky was constantly blue and cloudless, and at night it was cold though not unbearable after 
you got used to it. Because of the wind and the dust that was carried along on it, your nose and 
mouth were constantly in need of being cleaned and so after half a day of Kabul I understood why 
the turbaned men around me were constantly clearing their throats, blowing their noses and 
spitting.

I had to wait for 2 days for Estelle to arrive, and so I spent the time visiting bazaars and shops, 
drinking tea and talking with merchants. There was really nothing I wanted to buy, but sitting 
around and discussing things with the shop-keepers was a good way to learn about the people and 
waste time.

Eventually I ended up buying one of those Afghan coats, with fur on the inside and leather on the 
outside. It was a horrible coat really and I don’t know why I bought it. Maybe because I had spent 
so much time in this guy’s shop and he had gone down so far in price that I would have offended 
him if I hadn‘t bough the coat.

Anyway, the next day I wore it when I went to visit Estelle at her hotel. The doorman tried to stop 
me from entering the lobby, and the manager stepped in front of me just after I passed through the 
entrance. How can I help you? He asked me. Obviously I must have looked to him like one of 
those dreaded hippies. I told him who I was there to visit and when Estelle came down to meet me 
and saw what I was wearing she burst into laughter. I took the coat off before we went into the 
dining room for tea and there were loose hairs all over my shirt and trousers. She helped me brush 
them off.

I never wore the coat again. I left it in Estelle’s room at the hotel.

Donald looked up at Flex. Hey, you said it yourself. Love is part of life. But that was the last time 
I saw Estelle too. She flew back to Delhi the next day and instead of going back to India like I had 
planned, I took a bus to Kandahar, and then another one to Herat, and then a bus across the border 
to Meshad in Iran, and then a train to Tehran, and then a bus to Tabriz, another one across the 
border to Erzerum in Turkey and then a train to Istanbul. The whole trip took less than two weeks 
and I wasn‘t even in a hurry.

In Istanbul, after the obligatory visit to St Sofia and the grand bazaar, I took the Orient Express to 
London. There I boarded a plane again for the final hop across the pond to the States, back to my 
mundane existence as a student. And now, 30 years later I’m a fat old literature professor at a 
small community college in the middle of nowhere. But hey, Flex, I‘ve got a few great memories, 
haven’t I?

Flex nodded. Yeah, he said, you‘ve got some real great memories.
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Donald drank down the rest of his beer and clacked the glass on the table top. You know, said 
Donald, now with the Internet and everything, it’s supposed to be real easy to find people. But you 
know what? Even though I‘ve spent some time at it, I never was able to find any of those people I 
met back then in India. It’s like maybe they never existed. Or like they just vanished from the face 
of the earth. Life is so strange.

Flex nodded and then he said: Yeah. Life is really strange sometimes.

Donald and Flex laughed and then Donald stood up. Flex stood up as well. They put some paper 
money down on the table and pushed through the crowd toward the door. When they got outside 
into the fresh night air they took deep breaths and then looked at each other. Donald extended his 
hand to Flex. It was a pleasure to have met you Flex. Flex took his hand and shook it vigorously. It 
was a pleasure for me too, said Flex.

Later, as Flex peddled back home through the darkness, he wondered about Donald. Donald 
wasn‘t a sad person at all, but somehow, deep inside him there was a loneliness that he couldn‘t 
hide, just like the loneliness inside Flex. Maybe that was what they had in common, that deep 
loneliness that wasn‘t sadness and didn‘t lead to desperate depression, but still was a loneliness 
that could never be overcome, no matter how many people he got close to.

FILMING

Flex was OK. His life was ticking over fairly well even though his income had been reduced to an 
extreme low. What the hell, he thought. Money isn‘t that important. Lots of other things are more 
important. Of course you need money to live, but if you just run after money all the time then you 
end up not having any time for life. And when life ends then you realize that you haven’t lived it 
all. You never did what you really wanted to do in life. Flex therefore concentrated on doing what 
he wanted to do. If from time to time it brought him money, then that was OK. But he wasn‘t 
going to let running after money rule his life.

Strangely enough, Flex had lately taken up filming. He had spent a portion of his pay on a digital 
video camera and was busy filming his environment, that is, the world he lived in. He had one of 
those micro camera attachments that he wore in his hat so that he could keep the video camera in 
his pocket and just film whatever it was that struck his fancy whenever he was anywhere. For 
instance like at the train station, where he had been a couple of days ago just to pick up a 
newspaper. Not the main station downtown, but the pretty one just outside the old wall of the city. 
The station had been undergoing months - if not years - of renovation. It was finally getting into 
shape. New shops had opened up, and the ticket office was up and running, and there were not - as 
yet - any drunks or street people lying on the floor. Of course that would probably change as time 
went by.

He had pressed the record button on his camera as he passed through the glass doors that opened 
automatically as he approached them. He wanted to film his entrance into the hall, capture on film 
what he was experiencing himself at the moment. And everything was going according to plan 
until, just after he passed beyond the glass doors he saw a man standing to his right with a mobile 
telephone up to the side of his head. For some reason, Flex turned to look at him. He looked 
directly into the man’s face and then down at his shoes and back at his face.
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The man pressed a button on his phone immediately and ended the connection that was just being 
established. He then turned and walked out through the glass doors that Flex had just entered 
through. Flex had noticed two things. The first was that as soon as Flex had looked at the man, the 
man got incredibly nervous. Maybe it had been the way Flex looked at him - which was the way 
Flex looked at everyone actually. Flex always looked at people as if he was trying to recognize 
who they were, as if the person was actually somebody he knew and had to be able to recognize so 
that he wouldn‘t be embarrassed by walking past a friend. This had obviously disconcerted the 
man extremely. The man did not want to be recognized. That was it. The man didn‘t want to be 
recognized and he had thought that Flex had recognized him. That’s why he had pushed the button 
on his phone and broken the connection. And that’s also why he had turned abruptly and walked 
out the doors of the station.

Of course Flex noticed the man’s discomfort immediately. But he couldn‘t very well run after the 
man and say: Hey, I don’t know who you are, it’s OK. Come back and finish your phone call. I 
won’t listen to it or watch you.

The man was through the doors and walking as quickly as he could without breaking into a run. 
He turned left up toward the footbridge that led into town. Flex couldn‘t do anything but watch 
him now - and of course film his departure. Later, when Flex viewed the film at home on his 
computer screen, enlarged to almost TV screen size, he saw how the man pretended to be looking 
straight ahead after he turned left but was actually looking over at Flex through the corner of his 
eye. He knew that Flex was still watching him. What he didn‘t know of course was that Flex had 
been filming him.

Of course now that Flex was back home and had watched the film again, he wondered what he 
should do with it. Should he send it in to the police or to some government agency? It was obvious 
to Flex that the guy who had been so incredibly nervous was either a criminal on the run or some 
kind of person engaged in anti-government activity. These days, with the situation the way it was 
in the world, there was no reason to be shy. Every little bit of evidence could put a piece of the 
puzzle into the place. Maybe he could save some innocent lives if he acted fast.

On the other hand, he was not a policeman and he was not some kind of government agent. Maybe 
the guy was innocent and it was only the suspicious mind that Flex had developed lately.

In the end, Flex forgot about it his dilemma and accidentally erased the film the next day when he 
was riding his bike around the lake and filming the placid water.

When he got home and realized that he had erased the film, he felt momentarily depressed. But 
soon afterwards he recovered his good mood. The decision had been taken away from him this 
time. He just hoped that if the guy really was some kind of criminal that Flex had stopped him 
from doing something evil at that particular moment - even though it had been purely by accident.
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POST-BIRTHDAY DAYS

On the third Wednesday of the month, Flex quietly celebrated yet another birthday. He was 
certainly getting older. But not many people knew when his birthday was, so not many people 
bothered him with phone calls or cards. He got the amazing total of two presents. One was a book 
that would definitely read one day. But not yet. The other was a box of cookies. He shared that 
present with a buddy of his one Sunday afternoon after they rode around the lake. Flex prepared 
tea and he and his friend, Adler, sat around the table and talked about hundreds of different things. 
Among those things they also discussed women.

Adler had a particular problem with women. He had been married once and had two kids. The 
divorce had cost him a fortune and he was still suffering from the consequences. Then, a few years 
ago he had met a woman who had - against all his protests and directly outspoken wishes - gotten 
herself pregnant by him and borne him a little son. Adler had never seen the son. He wasn‘t 
interested. The woman had stayed away from him for three years after the son was born and left 
Adler in peace. But now she had come back with a vengeance. She had gone to court and now the 
youth welfare service was demanding that he pay over 30 thousand for the kid. Adler felt he had 
been tricked badly.

Adler told him about a website where men could read about the horrible things women in this 
country did to men, how they exploited them financially and ruined them psychologically. Adler 
laughed cynically during the conversation and said: It was better during the Middle Ages when 
women were part of a man’s property, like the other farm animals.

Flex didn‘t really have an opinion one way or the other. He was sure there were just as many 
women who had sad stories to tell about horrible men. But Adler was there that day and so he 
listened to his tale of woe and sympathized with him. That’s what being a friend was all about. 
Friends listen to the horrible stories other friends tell and then sympathize with them. It doesn‘t 
change the facts, it doesn‘t stop the pain forever, but it gives the person you listen to a chance to 
let some of the bile out and clear his system so that the poison doesn‘t take over and kill him.

Adler told Flex another story: My good friend Damian almost got into the same trouble as me. He 
was playing in a trio with a girl and another guy who was a friend of his. The girl, who played 
piano and was the singer, kept making overtures to him. Damian pretended he didn‘t understand 
what was going on and only smiled and was polite. He never crossed the line. Then the girl got 
tired of trying to come on to Damian and turned her attention to the other guy in the band, the 
drummer. Well, the drummer had been in a 20-year relationship that wasn‘t going anywhere any 
more and he let himself be seduced. Maybe he just wanted to test the waters, as it were. But it 
soon turned into something else much more serious. His wife found out, left him immediately, 
took their son with her and within four months the new girl had moved into his apartment.

Then one day the drummer came to Damian with the following story: The girl didn‘t want to play 
in the trio any more because she was afraid that Damian would be jealous of her and the drummer 
being together. Damian said No, of course not. Secretly he was glad he had managed to sidestep 
the danger. And then the drummer said, Well, you know Damian, she told me that she had been in 
love with you before. Damian pretended shock and amazement and said he hadn‘t noticed at all. 
Then the drummer went on to tell him some secrets about the pianist, how she had been abused by 
her brother, and how her brother had continued to sleep with her even after he had gotten married.
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Damian shook his head in wonder and secret relief. He had been spared! He had been spared! But 
the trio broke up soon afterwards anyway. Damian initiated the breakup after a few practice 
session with the two of them had ended up with the pianist and the drummer sharing certain secret 
jokes with each other at Damian‘s expense, laughing and giggling behind his back and then not 
bothering to explain what it was they were laughing at on the one or two occasions when he was 
brave enough to ask.

So Damian had abandoned the trio and was now a lone bass player looking for a connection. Adler 
was thinking of using him for an upcoming project. Adler was a cabaret artist who did extremely 
relevant political and social satire. His gigs were always sold out, but despite that because of all 
his legal fees and the welfare office, he was always broke. He had to work just to survive.

But, said Adler, at least I’m working doing what I love to do instead of pushing a pen at some desk 
or breaking stones with a sledge hammer.

Flex nodded in full understanding. Then he said: As long as you do what you really want to do, 
you can’t go wrong.

Sure, said Adler in reply. But about 99 percent of the people you meet out there in the big wide 
world don’t know what the hell it is they really want to do. And besides that, they wouldn‘t have 
the courage to try and do it if they did know!

DREAMING

Flex had a cold. His nose was stuffed up. His head ached, and he felt like sleeping all the time. But 
whenever he tried to sleep he got little anxiety attacks because he was afraid he couldn‘t breathe.

Flex had been overconfident. He saw people all around him succumb to fever or tonsillitis or 
horrible colds and he thought Not me. I won’t get it. But he wasn‘t immune after all. Now he was 
walking around the house in long-johns and a t-shirt with a woolen shawl thrown over his 
shoulders and his hair in a wild afro-mess, so that if you had looked in through the window and 
seen him you might have thought that a round-shouldered old lady was shuffling through the 
room. He felt like a frail old lady from time to time. Especially when he tried to sleep and couldn‘t 
because of the anxiety attacks.

At least he’d made it through the Christmas and New Year festive season without falling ill. Now 
that it was time to start work again, he broke down. Especially now when he needed extra money.

Why did he need extra money? Well, because Flex had gotten himself embroiled in a little legal 
trouble. He had done some special work for someone and now the person he had worked for 
didn‘t want to pay. So Flex had engaged a lawyer. The lawyer cost money. And in the end, if Flex 
didn‘t win, the cost would go way beyond his current budget. 

Flex was pretty sure he would win, but until final victory came, he would have to be able to meet 
his expenses. And it was always at this time of year, in January and February, that work was most 
scarce. Usually it picked up somewhat in March and by April it was in full swing, but December, 
January and February were the lean months and he was feeling the pinch.
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For the first time ever, Flex had made contact with friends in other cities to see whether or not the 
pickings were better there. It would be very difficult for him to actually move from where he was 
because of the expense and the sheer physical trouble involved, but he had gone so far as to 
contemplate it, and to ask questions of friends, and that was further than he had ever gone before.

In his moment of illness, lying in bed hallucinating a fish in water swimming around a stone, he 
still had the feeling that he was somehow a magic person with a magic future. Of course each day 
that he faced made him more uncertain of what kind of a magic future that was going to be. But 
still the feeling never left hi. He remembered having had the same feeling as a young boy, lying in 
bed with fever, smelling smells that he only smelt when he had fever, smells he couldn‘t describe 
properly nor compare with smells that he’d smelled when he wasn‘t in the arms of fever. Musk 
wasn‘t right. Nor was nutmeg. Burnt plastic? Not quite. But something similar to all those and yet 
completely different. He had a vision of the smell emanating from something powdery and brown 
like golden grains of coffee but not with the smell of coffee.

Eventually, he gave up trying to describe it to himself. He just knew when he smelled it and what 
it meant to him. It meant fever. The fever was back. And each time the fever came he was swept 
into a dreamworld that was full of unusual pictures and feelings that fell into ordered rows like 
soldiers.

Round and round the dreams would turn in his head. He always knew that when the dreams came 
he had to keep his body still. If he moved then the dream would dissolve and he would lose the 
meaning of the pictures. And it was eventually the series of pictures that provided the ultimate 
meaning. Ultimate? Well let’s just hold on a second there. thought Flex. There was never any kind 
of ultimate meaning to these dream pictures. But there was a meaning that made sense to him then 
and there after he woke up and looked at the dreams he had been dreaming. And it was that 
meaning he didn‘t want to lose by moving.

He lay still under the covers and concentrated on the picture forming behind his eyelids. A pond. 
A large pond full of water. A stone in the water. A stone that is oddly shaped, like a mountain, with 
a peak and a valley, but the peak is covered by the water. The water is transparent, but since it is 
dark outside, he can’t see clearly what is there, behind the stone. Is it just the shadow of the pond 
rim? Is it the shadow of the stone? No. It’s something moving. It’s taking shape now as he watches 
it. The shape becomes more definite the longer he stares at it. A fish. A long black backed fish. A 
carp that is coiled around the stone, its head pointing at Flex, it’s tail to the right disappearing in 
the shadows of the pond’s rim. A massive carp. What was it doing there? What did it mean?

Flex remained as still as he could so that his dream could develop and reveal its secrets to him all 
by itself.

*

The fish straightened its tail and was suddenly gone. The stone was alone in the water and not only 
looked like a mountain - it was a mountain. It’s peak had pushed through the surface of the water 
and revealed a green side and now he was coming in for a landing over the surface of the water 
and down onto a sandy beach and looking at the side of the green mountain that thrust its rocky 
peak into the blue sky.
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It was morning and the sun was somewhere behind him as he walked through the hard sand at the 
water’s edge. He could feel its heat on his back. He stretched his arms out and caught a quick 
glimpse of feathers melting into the air. Had he flown here? His arms were normal arms now. He 
could see the skin on them. But he could remember skimming over the water, the sound of air 
brushing past his ears as he approached the island. But he looked down and saw his feet in the 
sand, his toes grabbed at the sand and dug themselves into it. It was still cool here near the water.

He walked toward the mountain.

Why? Why was he walking toward the mountain? Somewhere within him he had a thought that 
was like an egg, encapsulated, protected by a hard outer shell. Yet the thought was inside was 
perfectly discernible. The thought remained whole and protected. It concerned the mountain and 
what was in the valley on its other side. He would have to trek through the green palm forest that 
surrounded the mountain and walk around to the other side and then he would know why the egg-
like thought was inside him.

As he walked on the sand toward the line of palm trees, images flashed through his mind, alive 
and vibrant, as if he had lived them himself or was going to live them.

A woman in a black leather jacket ran across a wet street and into the entrance of an apartment 
building. She had short dark brown hair and it bounced in slow motion as she ran. When she 
reached the door of the apartment house she turned for an instant and light from a neon tube over 
the door fell on her cheek. He knew that face. He knew there was a name that he should give to 
the woman, but no name came to him.

A telephone was ringing. It kept ringing and ringing. He could see the phone across the room. It 
was an orange phone. It had square number keys on it. It was ringing like telephones used to ring 
before their bells were replaced by little electronic noise-makers. Riiiiiiiiing. Riiiiiiiiing. 
Riiiiiiiiiing. The telephone had a bell and it was ringing. He liked the sound of the bell. Finally, he 
thought, a telephone with a bell. Ah. He watched the telephone from across the room and listened 
to it ring.

Two men were walking down a dark alley. The light at the other end of the alley was white and 
strong and he saw the men as walking shadows. It was a cold night and their breath was like 
smoke around their heads. They were walking and talking with each other at the same time. 
Suddenly they stopped. The one on the right extended his hand as if to say Stop. The other one 
struck the hand aside and he could hear the slap of skin on skin. The one on the right stepped back 
and the sound of his leather sole on the gravelly pavement made a crunching sound. Then the one 
on the left took a step forward and at the same instant extended his arm until whatever he had in 
his hand was engulfed in the midsection of the shadow on the right. The shadow on the right 
doubled over. His legs bent at the knees. He fell onto his knees and a loud groan filled the hollow 
alley. The shadow on the left withdrew his shadowy hand and it was empty. He stood over the 
other one and then spit directly down onto the back of the head of the crumpled shadow.
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Under the shade of the palm trees it was cooler. The sun had risen higher in the sky now and had 
already heated the sand that was at the rim of the palm tree forest. His feet appreciated the change 
in temperature. He ran his hands across his chest, his hips. He was naked. He felt comfortable 
being naked. It was as if he had always been naked and needed no clothes. The coolness 
underneath the palms was a welcome change. And although he could only catch glimpses of the 
mountain peak now and then through the wide leaves of the palms, he never hesitated, walking 
calmly and securely through the sun speckled shade, over the dried out remnants of old palm 
leaves toward his goal.

The woman was at the window. He knew her name but couldn‘t speak it. Couldn‘t think it aloud. 
She was at the window, no longer in her leather jacket. She was wearing a white t-shirt, as if she 
was ready to do some type of sport, maybe go running, or lift weights. But it was night already, 
and she was at the window looking out at the wet street she had crossed just a few minutes before. 
What was she looking at? Was she looking at him?

The telephone stopped ringing. The orange telephone had been ringing and ringing for the longest 
time and now it had stopped. How many times did it ring? Why hadn‘t he counted the rings? More 
than 10 times? More. Yes. It had been more than 10 rings. 2? 14? He wasn‘t certain. Did it matter? 
Maybe it would ring again. He would wait. If it rang again then he would count the number of 
rings and he would know for certain. He kept watching the orange telephone with the square black 
number keys. Would he see it vibrate when it ringed? Would it vibrate like the telephones do in 
cartoons? He would watch it. Watch it carefully. He’d be able to count how many times it rang and 
he’d know whether it vibrated or not - if he watched it carefully. Carefully. Concentrate. 
Concentrate.

*

On through the shade of the palms he walked. He knew now that the woman at the window, the 
woman with the name he knew but could not speak or think aloud was looking at the man in the 
alley. The shadow who had fallen onto the gravelly pavement doubled over in pain.

That’s why she was looking with such concentration.

He followed her gaze and saw the shadow doubled over, still on its knees. And then, then, the light 
from the alley blinded him. It not only blinded him, it pulled at him. It was like a magnetic force 
stronger than any force he had previously encountered. It pulled and pulled and pulled.

Suddenly everything was bright. Sand and sun merged into one great ball of light. I couldn’t focus 
my eyes. And because of the incessant glare I felt mesmerized. My mind was as dull and single 
toned as the landscape. I longed for the cool darkness of shade. But everywhere I looked was 
bright bright sunlight. Nothing to give me hope for shelter from the cruel white heat. The sun must 
have decided to stop in mid course and wait for me to fall blinded on the boiling sand. But I 
wouldn’t let the sun defeat me. I trudged slowly forward, lifting my blistered bare feet over the 
stinging sand. My legs felt as if they were shackled to the earth. It was almost impossible for me 
to lift them. The hot pain of blisters upon blisters being boiled by scalding sand shot up through 
the tender nerves on the soles of my feet and registered in the pain centers of my brain, 
somewhere behind my ears. I wanted to scream. But I could barely open my mouth. My lips were 
covered with dry encrusted lesions. A feeble moan escaped them. In my mind a picture of 
something cool and refreshing took form. I wished for it. I prayed to slip into its comfortable 
shadow. It was my only hope for escape from this furnace where my naked body was slowly being 
burnt to charcoal.
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Then I noticed something moving in front of me. At first I thought it was an illusion caused by the 
waves of heat rising from the ground. But then I saw it move again, take a shape, the shape of a 
person, and come toward me. It was dark, black, it held the promise of coolness, of relief. Perhaps 
it had come to take me into the world of shadows. As it came closer I tried to focus my eyes on it. 
I couldn’t. I closed my eyes and waited. The hands that touched my arms were cool and soothing. 
They gently but firmly led me across a stretch of sand which didn’t feel as hot. I kept my eyes 
closed until I felt my feet touch cold stone. My body was no longer being burnt by the sun.

I opened my eyes and looked around me. All was black! I could see nothing. I fell to my knees 
and a grotesque wailing moan escaped my lips. I stretched out on the cold stones. Their coolness 
was marvelous but as intolerable as the heat had been on my tender flesh. I began to shiver and 
shake. Gentle cool hands touched me on secret parts of my body and my shaking ceased. I felt my 
consciousness beginning to slip away. Suddenly I felt a soothing wetness on my lips. My mouth 
was being bathed with some liquid. I flicked my tongue at it but could not taste it. It was thick and 
cool. It was a balm for my cracked lips and was healing them. Then it was being poured into my 
mouth. I swallowed. It was difficult for me at first and then it became easier. The more I drank, the 
more I wanted. I could taste a subtle sweetness in it now. I was insatiably thirsty. But then, without 
warning, I felt bloated, full and very sleepy, as if I had just consumed the most delectable of 
meals. I wanted to nap. I tried to say something to whoever had been feeding me but my words 
made no sense. They came out thick and mumbled and sounded more like groans than words. 
Within moments I was in a dreamless sleep.

I opened my eyes to complete darkness. At first I was not convinced that I was awake. Then I 
heard a faint stirring shuffle behind me and felt those familiar gentle fingers glide lightly over my 
neck and chest. Something cold and damp was being applied to my sun-ravaged skin. I felt no 
pain at all. Whatever it was started working immediately. I tried to move my torso to see if I was 
indeed awake or if I was being held captive in any way. The fingers which had been working on 
me ceased immediately. I heard what I supposed to be a harsh intake of breath. There was a 
sudden tension in the darkness. I immediately took the weight off my right side and rolled, so that 
I was now with all my weight on my left side. I felt no pain at all on the skin of my back. I was 
amazed. I remembered that a moment before I had been out in the burning sun and the hot wind 
had jabbed at my back with a thousand lances of red hot iron. Now I could roll on it with no pain. 
In my joy I rolled back and forth, from side to side, feeling with intense pleasure the cool stone 
beneath my healed skin. But then I stopped my movement abruptly. I had forgotten that there was 
another entity in the darkness with me. I didn’t know if there was only one or more of them, but I 
distinctly heard another intake of breath and began to feel very uncomfortable, as if I had 
committed a sin of some kind or a social faux pas. I returned to my relaxed prone position and, 
with my eyes wide open, waited for the return of the magic fingers. The wait seemed interminable. 
I realized that the darkness had made me lose my perception of time. I immediately wondered how 
long I had been there. I still remembered, vividly, stumbling in the burning sand, the dark 
shadow…

*

I was forced out of my thoughts by gentle fingers working on my legs. I strained my eyes to see in 
the darkness. Nothing. Just to make sure my eyes were open, I flapped my eyelids a few times. 
They opened and closed normally but still I could see nothing. I concentrated my attention on my 
nose. Perhaps I could smell something that could give me a clue. I felt the air brush past my 
nostrils and I breathed. Nothing. Not even the smell of myself. I couldn’t discern a smell or a 
flavor, and I couldn’t see. But by doing these things I determined that I was indeed breathing and 
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alive. I could hear well enough: this time faint rustlings of what I assumed was cloth against cloth. 
I had heard the sharp intakes of breath. There was a physical entity in the darkness with me. A 
physical entity has mass. The cool fingers were working at the top of my thigh, around my left hip. 
I waited until I was sure they were concentrating on that one place and not about to move away. I 
tried to keep my breathing as regular as possible and still take in enough breath to…

With one smooth movement I shot my hand through the darkness. My fingers closed around cloth 
and flesh. It was warm and had skin like mine. It was also terrified at what I had done. The scream 
that filled my head was like the wail of a wounded baboon. It was so piercing that my ears 
couldn’t endure it. I let go and clapped my palms over my ears. Even then the sound was 
unbearable. My skull vibrated. Terrifying images crashed through my brain: a flock of vampire 
bats flying at me; bloody mouths and sharp talons tore at me in the darkness. I pushed myself up 
off the floor and wanted to escape but there was nowhere to go in the darkness. The scream was all 
around me. It was inside me. It had become a part of me. I sat back down and held my knees up 
against my chest and hugged them to me. I opened my mouth and screamed. My voice was rough 
and cracked and about 2 octaves lower than the scream inside me and around me, but it was 
powerful enough, and effective. It was a yell of anger and pain and frustration. It fought briefly 
with the other scream and then its intensity overwhelmed the other one and finally my voice was 
alone screaming its agony.

When I realized that the other voice had stopped, I also stopped. For what felt like eternity, there 
was black silence. Then I heard the soft rustle of cloth against cloth and felt the cool gentle fingers 
apply the balm to my eyes, ears and nose. I remained perfectly still and let the fingers work. 
Within moments I realized there was a change. Odors came to me. The sweet taste of the balm had 
the odor of camomile and jasmine. Then the light of dawn seeped through, as if through a dense 
jungle of leaves, and I began to distinguish patterns of light and dark. The light came slowly to my 
eyes, gently, so that my mind would not be shocked at the change. But no matter how slowly it 
came, the change was still a shock. The first thing I saw was my own bare pink knees. I still had 
them drawn up against my chest. But they looked like the knees of a stranger. I felt, peculiarly, 
like I was not in my own body but in somebody else’s. Yet there, across my right kneecap, was the 
dull scar of the injury I’d suffered in my youth. I touched it with the tip of my finger. There was 
that curious numbness on the scar and feeling underneath that I remembered. Directly below me, 
beyond my knees, I could see the stone floor. It seemed to be of one whole piece, not flag-work. It 
was stained deep brown to look like earth. It could have been a solid slab of marble. And now, as 
my eyes slowly became accustomed to the light, I raised them.

There, in front of the solid white wall was a cloaked figure. At first it was difficult for me to 
distinguish between where the cloak began and the wall ended, but then I began to see the edges 
and tried to focus in on the face hidden in the folds of the hood.

I moved slowly out of my crouch. I didn’t want to startle the person and suffer through the 
screaming again. I stood up and cast a slow glance around me. The walls were uniformly white 
and appeared to be very solid. I was puzzled. I did not understand how light came in or where the 
entrance or exit to the room was. I looked again at the figure in the white cloak. It studied me. I 
felt not in the least embarrassed about my nakedness. Firmly, but slowly, I took a step forward. 
The figure did not panic, it continued to watch me. I took another step. I could clearly see the eyes 
now. They shined intensely, as if lit by a pure white light. They did not look at me, rather they 
looked into me. I was transfixed by them. I wanted to move again but I couldn’t. My muscles were 
frozen. I was completely conscious of my body and my selfhood in my body but I could not will 
my muscles to do anything. My autonomous system kept functioning: I could breathe, hear, smell, 
see. It was just my will that was impaired. I tried to shut my eyes and get away from the hypnotic 
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white light but I couldn’t do that either. I was completely helpless. There was nothing else for me 
to do except concede defeat, to relinquish my power to that being with the glowing eyes.

Once I had ceased to resist, I felt a vague uneasiness stirring inside me. It was as if an alien 
presence had entered my mind and was gently probing around inside it. I could clearly see the 
being with the bright eyes before me and I realized that somehow it had managed to insinuate 
itself into me through those beams of white light. I could not resist, so I made my mental state as 
hospitable as possible. I had already been foolish enough to show aggression and violence while it 
had only shown me kindness. I did not want to appear totally without redeeming qualities.

The probe seemed to be random at first, as if it was testing the climate within me. Then, after I 
relaxed, the probing became more assured. It seemed to be directed specifically at my memory 
centers. Slowly, methodically, bits and pieces of information about my past began to flow through 
my brain.

*

Grass. Bordered by bushes with multicolored flowers on them. Cool. A child’s toy on the edge of 
the grass under one of the bushes. A small wooden wagon with solid wooden wheels. A hand 
reaches for the toy and picks it up. It is a large hand, square and calloused and burned dark brown. 
Sunlight makes the little hairs on the back of the hand golden. Father’s hand. The toy is small in 
his hand. The hand and toy disappear together and then immediately reappear but this time very 
close by. There are words, but they are unintelligible. They are father’s words, warm words, 
spoken in a deep voice. Then there are words spoken in a high-pitched voice. A soft voice. 
Mother’s voice. But she cannot be seen here. Only the wooden wagon is visible. The hand is gone. 
Then there’s another voice, a child’s voice, very nearby, a child’s voice… Crying…

The visuals and sounds of my memory filtered by in moments. The probing was becoming 
increasingly efficient as each door to the past was unlocked. Soon I could no longer keep up with 
the outflow of material. At one moment I began to panic, fearing that perhaps I was going to be 
stripped forever of my memory. But then the probe stopped. I was given a chance to test myself. I 
brought back various scenes from childhood, rapidly and clearly. My own powers of recollection 
weren’t being impaired at all. If anything, they were being slightly enhanced. My mind had never 
felt so limber.

Very abruptly the probing stopped. I felt that the being had withdrawn its presence from me, but 
its eyes still glowed whitely at me and I still couldn’t control my body. I relaxed and waited. The 
probe resumed, but this time very gently and slowly.

Crowds of people. No recognizable faces. Emotions: excitement and tension, discomfort due to 
humidity, traces of anger. The press of people is stifling. We are all enclosed in a large room. An 
airport terminal, small, sultry, filthy, full of loud antagonistic people.

Heat shimmers off a black tarmac runway. A silver and white jet aircraft with its door open and the 
mobile stairway at its side. People enter. “Have a nice flight.”  “Yes.”  A dark-skinned face. 
Almond-shaped brown eyes. Black hair.

Row upon row of seats with variously shaped and variously colored backs of heads. A small aisle 
where two or three people stand and discuss something in a foreign tongue. The sensation of being 
airborne. Slight taste of an alcoholic beverage. A smile from a black-haired woman.
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Confusion. Screaming. Terror! The sensation of falling from a great height.

The probe stopped abruptly. I felt exhausted and in a state of emotional turmoil. I had not been 
aware of these memories before. A sudden realization of what must have happened catapulted me 
into the present.

I had not questioned anything yet. What was it that I was experiencing here? Was this all part of a 
process? Or was my body consumed and scattered along with the debris of a wrecked aircraft and 
this only the experience of my tortured soul? Perhaps I was after all a survivor of the disaster and I 
had somehow stumbled into the presence of this remarkably powerful being and had been healed, 
been made able to function once more. The being sensed the questions in me but gave no answer 
that I could comprehend. Its energy flowed soothingly into the dark corners of my terrified mind. 
What gentleness! What kindness! What remarkable healing powers! I wanted to see the face in 
which those glowing eyes were set, but the white light filled my whole field of vision. It was as if I 
was staring into a pair of headlights set close together and on high beam, my face a bare two feet 
away in the darkness. My mind filled with a confusion of questions and expressions of gratitude. 
And I sensed immediately that the being had understood me. Then, though no voice was audible to 
me, I received and understood information.

*

I was in a desert, yellow-white sand which stretches for miles and miles in all directions. Some 
gently sloping hills near the horizon, also sand. In the east, a glow: the sun is about to rise. It 
emerges slowly and when it’s finally up it’s huge, an orange ball which gradually turns yellow and 
then white as it rises. At the bottom edge of the sun as it’s about to clear the horizon are a number 
of black specks. They move slowly forward as the sun rises higher over the line of sand. The sun 
shrinks and becomes correspondingly more difficult to look at. It gets hotter. The black spots don’t 
seem to get closer but they get larger and take on the shape of people riding horses. They carry 
lances which form a picket line against the sky, which has appeared now, blue, between them and 
the sun. They slow to a trot and then stop and descend from their horses. They are dressed 
primitively. Except for a colored cloth wrapped around the head, and a cloth wrapped around the 
waist to cover their genitals, they are naked. Their bodies are hairy and tanned rough reddish 
brown. They thrust the heels of their lances deep into the sand and tie the crude reins around them. 
They leave their horses and approach on foot. They do not speak. There are no obvious displays of 
fear or hostility. One of them appears to be a leader or a spokesman. He is identical in appearance 
to the others, with a short muscular torso and slightly bandy legs, but his face somehow appears to 
be wiser. Maybe that’s because it’s sharper, and because his eyes are brighter than those of his 
companions. The group behind him stops. He takes a few more steps and then stops too. There is a 
brief period of silence as they all rivet their eyes intently upon me. The leader begins a speech of 
some sort. His voice is firm and clear but the language is completely unintelligible to me. There 
are rises and falls in the tone, there are inflections, certain sounds are emphasized and repeated. A 
kind of glow surrounds the leader. It’s as if he’s begun to radiate light from his pores. At first it is 
of low intensity but then it grows. A similar light appears around each of his companions. A series 
of images assault my eyes. Images of unbelievable cruelty and horror. Men identical to these are 
engaged in bloody combat, cruel violent acts: a long, bone knife slices through a neck; a crude 
stone hammer smashes into a skull; blood flows in streams over the ground, soaks into it, until all 
that’s visible is butchered flesh, exposed innards, resting on sandy lakes of blood.

Then the small man is standing in front of me again. The white glow around him diminishes 
slowly and is extinguished. The emotional flow between us is peaceful, relaxed. The leader steps 
forward and touches something below my line of vision and then brings his fingers to his mouth. 
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His mouth glistens with wetness and his eyes glow with kindness. And so it is with each of his 
companions. One at a time they come forward and dip their fingers into something and then look 
into me and express kindness.

They finish and go back to their horses. The sun is no longer visible and the long spears cast no 
shadows. They untether their horses, remove the spears from the sand, mount, and ride off in the 
direction from which they came.

The only explanation that presented itself to me was that this being had just shown me a scene out 
of its own life, something seen through its own eyes. Had those men come to receive purification? 
Had the liquid they’d tasted been the same liquid that it had been spread over my lips?

My consciousness was drawn away from my questions and brought to concentrate on the white 
light. The intensity of the light diminished and I was able to see the cloaked figure standing 
against the wall once more. I suddenly felt that I had control over my body. I tested this by moving 
my arm. It worked normally. My instinctive reaction was to continue where I’d left off before the 
creature had immobilized me. I took another step forward, curious to see that face. Then I stopped 
- not because of any resurgence of light, not because of any fear, but because what I was seeing 
made me uncertain. The figure had begun to blur in front of me, the edges of its cloak blending 
with the white wall. I thought that perhaps my eyes were not functioning any more, so I rubbed 
them with the backs of my hands. When I took my hands away again, everything was black.

NO! NO! NO!

The scream was inside me. I couldn’t endure it any longer. Was I blind? Had it all been just a 
fanciful projection of my mind?

Am I alive?

Perhaps I was in Hell, my eternal home, where my punishment would be eternal uncertainty, 
constant disappointment, a tantalizing view of light and then the absolute terror of complete 
darkness!

Incapable of taking a step in any direction, I chose to retreat into myself. And so I crouched down, 
hugged my knees, and formed myself into a ball. My ears were now acutely aware of sound, and 
again I heard the rustle of cloth against cloth. Soft fingers, those butterfly soft fingers, touched my 
eyes. Moisture was being applied. The fingers did their work and then the cloth sound fluttered 
away into the distance.

I opened my eyes and light seeped in. I could see the stone floor. I could see the white walls of the 
room. I stood up again and looked around, anxious now to see all I could lest my sight be only 
temporary. I wanted to remember it all. To place it permanently in my mind’s eye where it 
couldn’t be so easily erased. But the cloaked figure was gone. There was nothing but the white 
walls, equidistant from me, their light steady and cool, as if they were eggshells. But when I 
touched them they were as solid as marble. They sloped up to a domed roof that exuded the same 
steady creamy light. The floor was made of the same material as the walls, but brown like earth. 
That could mean they were separate slabs. A nice engineering feat! But why was I thinking about 
engineering feats when I should be concerned with my predicament. Had I entered a new reality? 
One where dreams prevailed?
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I slammed my fist against the white wall. The force of the blow sent spasms of pain racing up my 
arm. The pain was real. Too real. My knuckles were bruised and beginning to bleed. My fingers 
responded slowly when I tried to move them.

I heard the flutter of cloth behind me and I turned around instantly, and there was the being in the 
white cloak. It approached me slowly, as if it was watching me to see if I would do something 
irrational. I was grateful for its appearance. I knew it was coming to heal me again. This time I 
kept my eyes riveted on the shadows around the glowing eyes, hoping to see at least a part of its 
face. The shadows cast by the hood of the cloak were very dark and seemed to descend into 
infinity. And then, as it held my hand and applied the liquid to my bruises, the face was suddenly 
revealed to me, like a Master’s painting is revealed to the world, all at once. A flick of the wrist 
and the darkness is wiped away and replaced with the new reality, which is all it is supposed to be, 
all it was expected to be, although it was a mystery until that moment and was a shock when it 
was suddenly revealed. A flash of lightning and the truth was upon my eyes. It was the only 
possible truth and I realized I knew it, had known it all along.

*

The telephone began to ring again. The woman at the window was turning away and now I knew 
she was going to answer the phone. I tried to look back along the alley to where she had been 
looking but the light at the end of the alley had gone out and I couldn‘t see into the alley any 
more. It was darker than any night I had experienced. And when I looked back at the window the 
woman had been standing in, I saw the light in her apartment go off as well.

The palm trees were behind me now and I was in another part of the forest. Here the bushes were 
thinner and I could see the sky clearly. I was on the other side of the mountain now and 
approaching the valley. I could see the bushes thinning in front of me and the dirt under my feet 
turning to grass, soft and cool.

I came to a large pond. There was a stone in the pond. And a shadow around the stone. It looked 
like a fish. A carp. A long carp with a black back lay curled around the stone that was under the 
water in the pond.

The telephone was ringing.

Flex opened his eyes. He blinked. His telephone was ringing. He thought that he would just let it 
ring, go back to sleep and finish dreaming. But with the next ring, he automatically lifted the 
covers and sat up on the edge of his bed. He felt better. His head had cleared up. The fever was 
gone.

Flex stood up and walked across the room and picked up the receiver. “Hello,” he said.
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THEATER

After Flex got over his cold he was asked to do a very special job for two girls who wanted to put 
on a performance at a local theater. He was supposed to arrange the lighting and sound to work via 
computer. He went to a couple of rehearsals and saw how it looked and then started working out 
the technical details at home.

A week later he showed up at the location and worked intensively with the electrician to set the 
electronic cues for the show. They tried a few out at the rehearsal that night and everyone was 
pleased. For the next three days, before the next rehearsal was supposed to take place, Flex and the 
electrician worked about six hours each day to get everything right. They had tested every cue 
half-a-dozen times already and were quite happy that everything was working well.

The rehearsal started and immediately Flex noticed that something was wrong. The actors were no 
longer in the same places they had been at the previous rehearsal.

“Oh,”  said the dark-haired woman who was one of the two directors. “After the last rehearsal we 
decided to change the blocking. It just didn‘t have the dynamics we were looking for.”

“Yeah, but that means I’ll have to reprogram all the light-cues and the the technician will have to 
change some of the lights around.”

She gave Flex what was supposed to be a charming smile and said: “Yeah, well, go ahead then and 
do that.” Then she walked away and got into a huddle with the red-haired director woman.

Flex talked with the technician and they went to work noting down where the actors were now 
standing and what they would have to change. The electrician shrugged his shoulders in 
resignation and told Flex that they would have to work extra hours during the week in order to get 
the changes done before the Wednesday night rehearsal. Flex didn‘t like the prospect of it, but, 
Well, he thought, it’s a job.

When Wednesday night rolled around and the rehearsal began, Flex again noticed that there had 
been changes made. This time the changes were not only in what the director had called the 
blocking of the play but also in the way the actors were speaking their lines. In fact, as Flex tried 
to follow the lines with his copy of the script, he discovered that whole lines had been cut out and 
new ones had been inserted. That meant that the sound effects that should come at certain times 
either would no longer be appropriate at that time or else would have to be replaced by new sound 
effects.

Flex went to the red-haired woman director this time and told her that the changes were causing 
him a lot of trouble, which of course meant, a lot of extra work. “Well you’re working with a 
computer aren‘t you? All you have to do is press a few keys to fix the problem. We have actors - 
and I can tell you they are a hell of a lot more difficult to work with than computers.”  Then she 
turned her back on him and walked away.

Flex spoke with the technician once again and they decided that they’d do what was necessary. 
Opening night was fast approaching and so Flex ended up spending the last week working 
practically day and night trying to keep up with the changes that were constantly being made.
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For the dress-rehearsal everything stayed more or less like it had been the night before the dress 
rehearsal. The two directors came to see Flex and the technician after the dress rehearsal and told 
them what had to be better and what small changes had to be made in order to make everything 
perfect for them. Flex and the technician noted down the changes and realized that they would 
have to come back to the theater early in the morning in order to have everything ready on time 
for the show.

Flex went home that night and sat down in front of his computer and programmed until the early 
hours of the morning. He slept very little before going back to the theater. All day he worked with 
the technician, and by five in the afternoon they were finished. Flex went into one of the dressing 
rooms and slept for an hour. Then the actors started arriving and he went out to get something to 
eat. When he came back just before seven, everyone was there and backstage was in a frenzy.

He went up into the technician’s booth and the tech told him that the two directors had been 
looking for him everywhere. Just then the red-haired woman director burst into the booth.

“You have to change the spot light on Maxine in Act One where she’s kissing with Frank.”

“Why?” asked Flex.

“Because she’s not kissing Frank anymore. We cut that out. Now she just goes straight over to the 
bar and pours herself a drink. That means the lights stay on bright for the whole scene instead of 
dimming.” She was nervous. “Can you fix it?”

Flex shrugged his shoulders. “Of course I can.”

“Good,”  she said and turned to leave. Over her shoulder she threw out: “Then DO it!”  Then she 
went storming back down the stairs.

*

The house was full. The two directors were sitting in the third row surrounded by their friends and 
supporters. Some critics were there as well, most of them sitting in the best seats still available. 
The noise level before the show was quite high. Then the bell rang for the third time and a sudden 
silence fell over the darkened theater.

The curtain went up at exactly 8:32, only two minutes later than scheduled. But by the time the 
curtain went back down again, the audience had roared with laughter almost without a pause for 
the 90 minutes the show had lasted.

Flex and the technician gave each other high-fives when the final curtain fell. The the two 
directors remained seated while all around them the people stood, still laughing at what they had 
seen on stage. The two women were not laughing at all. In fact, if Flex and the techie could have 
seen their eyes from the booth then they would have seen them burning with the relentless fire of 
deep anger and frustration.

Eventually the two women stood up and were immediately surrounded by people who started 
congratulating them on the success of the production. They were all saying the same thing: “This 
is the funniest play I‘ve ever seen!”  The two directors, who themselves were quite good actresses, 
managed to smile and receive the hugs and handshakes with a modicum of good will.
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The Producer pushed his way through the crowd. Even up in the booth at the back where Flex and 
the techie were sitting, they could hear his voice boom: “Splendid! Splendid!”

Flex and the techie left the booth and went down into the lobby to mix with the crowd. 
Everywhere the laughter was still ringing. The play was going to be a hit. The Producer and the 
two women directors came out of the theater and saw Flex and the techie. The Producer had a 
huge smile across his face as he shook both of their hands. “Wonderful job boys, wonderful job,” 
he boomed.

The two directors only glared at Flex and the techie. The producer was so wrapped up in himself 
that he didn‘t notice how they were behaving. But Flex and the techie noticed and in response to 
the two pairs of glaring eyes they released two deep belly laughs. Then they told the director that 
they would expect some overtime payment for the extra preparations that they had made for the 
show. The Producer, who was by nature not a very generous man, was in such a good humor that 
he said: “We‘ve got a hit on our hands boys, just send me a bill for the overtime and I’ll make sure 
you get it. In fact, if this show runs over 30 days there’ll be a bonus in for everyone concerned. Ha 
ha ha ha!” And then he plunged into the crowd to collar some critics and shake more hands.

The two directors turned their backs on Flex and the techie and melted into the sea of bodies like 
two minnows into a school of barracuda.

The reason the play had been such a hit was because Flex and the techie had been so frustrated by 
the two women that in the end they had done everything their own way, screwing up the lighting 
and the sound effects in such a crazy way that nobody could do anything BUT laugh at the way 
everything was out of kilter on stage.

The two women had no idea what hit them and though they were getting the credit for a brilliant 
farce, their intention had been to present an intense drama. The actors, once they noticed that the 
audience was laughing at the crazy sound effects and the illogical lighting effects, adapted very 
quickly and overplayed or underplayed their parts in such a way that they continued getting 
laughs. So that in the end everything went contrary to every expectation the two women directors 
had had and yet, precisely because of this, the piece had been turned around from a dismal flop 
into a raging comedy hit.

That night Flex and the techie celebrated until 5 in the morning. The directors disappeared after 
the first performance and the rest of the run was taken over by the stage manager, a woman with 
enough humor to appreciate what had transpired and who got on so well with Flex and the techie 
that when the run finally ended, after 55 performances, the three of them were fast friends.

Nobody ever mentioned the two directors again because eventually the word go around as to why 
the play had been a success and of course whenever their names were mentioned people in the 
business laughed their heads off.

And so that’s how Flex had his first resounding success as a man of the theater.
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CAMERA

It’s amazing how people can keep bouncing back into life again after really horrible experiences. 
There are all sorts of uplifting stories about jokers who find themselves on the street only to turn it 
all around and a couple of years later be sitting on top of the hill in a luxury mansion with Yes 
people at beck and call and a worldly fortune that is so deep and steady that it won’t expire for 
generations to come.

Flex had been reading about these exceptional cases in some scandal magazine or other and of 
course instead of making him feel like one of the candidates for glory and riches it made it him 
feel like the last of the big-time idiots, one of those people who could jump in front of a speeding 
train and the train would change tracks at the last moment and he’d get arrested for trespassing on 
private property by a passing policeman.

Marketing, thought Flex, it’s all in that word, marketing. If you know how to sell yourself then 
you move forward. If you don’t, then you’re sold down the river and you spend your summer 
vacations in Club Oblivion with all the other nobodies.

He could remember reading a book once called The diary of a Nobody. Some French guy had 
written it. Flex could remember that at the time he’d read it he had never thought about the 
difference between the Somebodys and the Nobodies. But now, since his exposure to the media 
had become more intense, he noticed how people hungered to be Somebody. They wanted their 
Warhol 15 minutes of fame and they wanted them Now! And by exploiting this inexhaustible need 
in people the media mongers were able to manipulate thousands of blinded innocents into doing 
the most stupid things you can imagine, just in order to have their ugly mugs flashed in front of an 
anonymous audience for a few seconds. To have their egos rubbed by product managers. To have 
their image connected to a product that people like them should, must, have to buy buy buy.

What a load of crap, thought Flex. But his next thought was: Why am I poor? And of course after 
a little ratiocination he realized that his poverty was a direct result of the system that he lived in - a 
system that did not reward honesty and excellence and morality. In fact the system gave the 
greatest rewards to those who were cheats, thieves, liars and who stabbed their neighbors and 
friends in the back at the least suspicion of personal gain. The greater the evil, the greater the 
reward. What a fucked-up system, thought Flex.

If he had been religious he might have felt holy and been satisfied to reap his reward in the 
hereafter. But religion, as Flex knew, was just like politics: empty words meant to fill your head 
and keep your mind off your empty stomach. Gosh, thought Flex, the older I get the more radical I 
get. Lucky for the world that nobody has given me the keys to where the atomic bombs are kept. I 
probably would have wasted three-quarters of the globe by now.

Maybe it’s just the horrible weather, he thought. Or maybe it’s just the horrible state of my 
finances. Probably it’s both, he concluded. His feeling of helplessness returned because he knew 
that he couldn‘t do anything about the weather nor very much to change the state of his finances. 
Sure he could - if he went back to work for people like Nasty - who was now a living vegetable, 
by the way. No. Nasty deserved to be a vegetable. So did all his compadres. And the sooner they 
hit the vegetable trail, the better. No, Flex would have to crawl out of the mire by himself, using 
his own energy, his own brain.

A while back he had started using a video camera to record the world around him and each time he 
went out on a shoot, he improved his camera technique and came back with interesting pictures. 
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Very quickly he realized that some of the pictures he was bringing back home with him had 
emotional qualities. He started cataloging the pictures according to their emotional content. Soon 
he found he had a growing collection of interesting pictures under the categories LOVE, HATE, 
ANGER, PEACE, LONELINESS, BELONGING, NEED, INDEPENDENCE, FEAR, JOY, 
HUNGER, SATISFACTION, GLUTTONY, DISGUST, APPROVAL. Slowly an idea formed in 
his head: A film put together entirely of little bits and pieces of emotion. Would he have to find a 
narrative to link them together or would the pictures speak for themselves? He still had plenty of 
time to figure that out. The important thing was to keep on gathering the bits and pieces. Right 
now Flex only had about 10 minutes worth of quality material. He’d need at least 60 or 90 minutes 
to make a film of it.

Flex understood very well that looking through a camera was just one way to get a distorted view 
of reality. In any case it was better than drugs. It was better than insanity. It was easier than 
painting or writing or composing music. Flex was the kind of guy who had a practical bent to his 
personality. He could fix things, he could fiddle with screws and bolts and wires and make things 
work even when it seemed that they never would. And he could make computers do work that 
saved people time. After all that’s how he earned his money.

So despite his heavy soul and the feeling that time was rapidly running him down into the ground, 
he picked up his digital camera and headed out into the cold clear sunny day to see if he could 
capture a few more emotions.

*

His camera full of images, Flex went to a cafe to relax for a moment and contemplate the images 
he had just seen through his lens.

The cafe was a big room with a pig window that looked out over the street. A small bar at the back 
contained a selection of cakes and pies and through a doorway in the back wall he could see a 
kitchen where his order of hot chocolate was being prepared. Six tables out of the 20 or so were 
occupied. Most of them by a single person, like Flex. The one table with more than one person 
had three young ladies sitting at it. All three of the women were thin and dressed in fashionable 
black trousers and black sweaters. Though two were blond and one had black hair, all three had 
their hair cut very short, with the tips of the bits in front hooking across their cheeks so that at a 
quick glance it looked as if all three of them had been to the same hairdresser.

Flex wondered if he should try and film them sitting there like strange triplets, each with a cup of 
foam-topped coffee, each with a burning cigarette, each with a thin-lipped mouth smiling and 
showing perfectly straight teeth while listening to the others talk. Then taking over the 
conversation and being listened to in exactly the same way.

The waitress brought Flex’s hot chocolate and a piece of chocolate crumb cake. She smiled at him 
as she set the things down on the marble table top. Her teeth were crooked and her hair was long, 
though it was pulled back and held in place by a rubber band. Still there was a wavy brown strand 
that had gotten loose and was stuck in the corner of her full-lipped mouth just where the smile 
went up into its corner.

I should just film them, thought Flex, but instead he just touched his camera and then took his 
hand away from it and started eating his cake. There’s so many things you just CAN’T do, thought 
Flex. What I should do is wear a little button camera in my lapel, then I could just press the button 
and nobody would know the difference.
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But Flex didn‘t have a button camera and after a few minutes he was lost in thoughts about other 
things.

By the time he got home he had already forgotten about his camera. He had gotten a few emails 
and among them there was a request for a website to be set up. Money! That took his mind into a 
completely different direction. Maybe the job would give him the opportunity to buy the new hard 
disk that he needed. The camera project was jamming his hard disk with data and he was down to 
just under 1 and a half gigabytes of free space. He needed room to maneuver.

Then Flex thought: If I would concentrate on just living life instead of spending my money on 
hard disks and cameras then maybe I would enjoy myself more.

But life was more complex then that these days and so he’d do the job and get the money and then 
see what he would do with it.

THE END ?

(I don’t think so!)
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FLEX POPS IN (AUGUST 2008)

It had been a while since Flex had been around in public. Of course his life in private as a normal 
person kept going forward. Just like the lives of all of us normal people keep going forward. Even 
sometimes when we feel life is stagnant. Nothing happening. No movement at all. Life still goes 
on. You can’t stop it. Well, excuse me, of course you can stop it. But that would be foolish of you 
because you might just miss the next big episode in your life and that would be a pity, wouldn’t it?

Flex had one big episode behind him at last and he was the happiest man alive because of it. I’m 
going to tell you it about because for Flex to tell the story would be much too embarrassing. 
Besides, if you want to know the truth, he was still trying to get over of the trauma of the episode.

The reason that I can tell the story is because I know Flex and we talked about this and he said: 
Tell it if you have to, but I’m not going to tell it.

So here’s more or less how the story developed and came to its conclusion.

But remember, it’s not really a pleasant story even though it is interesting - at least from the 
Clinical Psychology point of view. So, if you’ve ever seen any of those reports on TV about 
people with psychological abnormalities - known in the vernacular as Sickies - if you have ever 
wanted to know how sick some people can be psychologically, then listen in because I have a 
doozie of a story for you today.

And poor Flex, who just kinda popped in to my place last week and unloaded the story on me - 
poor Flex was, this time, without doubt, the victim of a Serial Manipulator. This Serial 
Manipulator plays very destructive psychological games. Needless to say, it is the other person 
who gets his or her soul destroyed. The Serial Manipulator laughs it off and goes about his way to 
find a new victim for his sadistic pleasure.

Yes, my friends, a real SICKIE.

Hmmm. I see that I am going to have to give this sick person a name. And I’m going to have to 
give his girlfriend a name too since she is an integral part of his game playing and destructive 
behavior.

So, let’s see, I’m going to make him Irish, cause they’re a small nation and like to think of 
themselves as big, and I’m going to name him Paddy. I’ll make his girlfriend German and name 
her Magda. How’s that? Paddy and Magda, two very sick people.

Ready?

Then let’s begin.

10 years ago… yes, 10 long years ago, Flex was going through a rather rough period in his life 
and near the end of this rough period he met Paddy.

Paddy posed as a musician. He could play the piano OK, and he was boisterous and colorful and 
Flex laughed in his company. Paddy behaved in such a way that it seemed he wanted friendship, 
so Flex, timid as he was to enter into any kind of friendship with anybody, slowly allowed himself 
to feel kindly toward Paddy.
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Flex is the kind of guy who listens. He also has a helper syndrome. Paddy was always 
complaining about everything. He hated Germans (kind of typical for his people at a certain level) 
and yet he enjoyed the benefits of living in Germany. He hated his father. And yet his father gave 
him bundles of cash when he wanted a new keyboard or needed to fly to Los Angeles to meet the 
big producers. He loved his mother but thought she was weak because his father betrayed her at 
will. And of course he hated his brother because his father trusted the brother, who had a sense for 
business and who made sure the family fortune didn’t end up in the sawdust of a bodega in 
Barcelona.

About 2 years after Flex met him, Paddy escaped from Hamburg and ran off to Ibiza with some 
woman. The woman left him after 3 weeks, aborted his baby, and never wanted to talk to him 
again.

Now I know why.

This story is going to take a while, so when I get back, I’ll tell you what happened after Paddy 
resurfaced in Hamburg about 3 years ago and began to plague Flex.

[music]

2.
In Medicine, Plague may refer to a specific disease caused by Yersinia pestis. And it has three 
major manifestations. The pestilence I am referring to here, Paddy, also has various 
manifestations. In his first manifestation to Flex all those years ago, he had appeared as one 
seeking friendship. Flex had taken some tentative steps in that direction and then Paddy was gone.

Now, 7 years later, Flex is doing better. He has managed to improve his standard of living. He has 
a couple of healthy friendships going. No entanglements with anyone that drain his emotional 
stability. He’s working. In other words, he’s doing OK.

This is actually the time I got to know Flex a little better. He had stopped working at SUDS. The 
company got sold or shut down or I don’t know what, and he started working more as a 
technician, doing consulting jobs, streaking around town on his bike, getting a job done and 
streaking back to his home office, which now looked more sane than before. Cleaner. The tech 
side was buried in the basement where he had a small stdio that he hardly used any more because 
his consulting job took so much of his time.

On the other hand, the job brought him a little bit of material stability. Everybody needs stability. 
And he said that he’s thankful now that he had that stability. That he still has it. It was what got 
him through the ordeal.

OK. OK. I’m getting there.

It all happened kind of quickly in the three years. Paddy came back from Ibiza because his 
Spanish girlfriend had betrayed him with an Israeli guy. Paddy came back now not only anti-
German but fuming about the Israeli guy. Flex listened to him. Sat into the night with him and 
gave him advice and finally Paddy left for Berlin.

Now it happened that during this phase of the story, Flex had developed a relationship with a 
woman. They planned to spend summer vacation together, and Flex made all the preparations and 
then Paddy showed up again, that summer, and wanted to meet the girl. It was as if he had radar 
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and wanted to come in at a crucial moment in Flex’s relationship and squeeze himself into the 
picture somehow.

The girl didn’t let him. Charmaine was pretty experienced in the world and she shielded Flex from 
harm. She was good for him. She got him out of town and on the vacation without any 
interference from Paddy who, just before they left on their vacation, came to meet them with his 
new girlfriend.

Magda.

Magda was thin and reserved. Her hair hung straight down with bangs cut straight across her 
forehead. She was pretty in some strange way. I guess you could say that some mice have pretty 
faces. Anyway, she reminded Flex of a small frail animal like a mouse.

Paddy was like a lion in comparison. He liked to bellow. He liked to strut. He dominated every 
conversation. Whenever Magda attempted to finish a complex thought or description, he would 
break the flow and take over the conversation. Which quickly turned into a monologue. Flex 
watched it happen time after time and remarked to me when we met during that time that Magda 
never got annoyed, that she accepted Paddy the way he was.

Summer came and Flex left for his vacation with Charmaine. They were gone 5 weeks, came 
back, and there was Paddy with his Magda and they announced their living together in Berlin.

Flex congratulated them. They went to Berlin. They went to Ibiza. Paddy’s mother died and 
suddenly, six months ago, they were back in full force, Paddy and Magda and their travelling 
show.

Flex attended the mother’s funeral, like any good friend would do and listened to Paddy’s 
complaints about his inheritance and how his father and brother were trying to trick him and 
deprive him of everything. With these whining complaints in the air behind him, Paddy returned 
with Magda to Ibiza.

But a series of phone calls, one month later, caused Flex to go into helper mode. Flex took care of 
some important bureaucracy for Paddy. Without Flex helping him like that, Paddy would not have 
been able to get his share of the money his mother left behind.

Flex the helper was about to get the kind of payback helpers often get: ingratitude. Paddy’s 
ingratitude was of the greenest, slimiest, cold and slitheriest kind. Just thinking of it gives me 
uncomfortable goose bumps. And poor Flex had to actually be touched and kissed by this slime.

Oh yes. I’ll tell you about the slime kiss when I get back.

[music]
3.
The Slime Kiss Kid would arrive at Flex’s abode and demand a two-cheek kiss greeting. In 
Germany it’s quite normal to shake hands with people. And some people rub cheeks, but Slime 
Kiss would actually want Flex to wet kiss his stubbly cheek while Slime Kiss kissed and 
slobbered all over Flex’s cleanly shaven cheek.
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Flex suffered through the greeting or departing, because Paddy liked to do this when leaving as 
well. He was glad when he could avoid it, and he got cleverer near the end in learning how to 
avoid the Slime Kiss.

Anyway, let’s get to the nut of the story here because obviously something exciting has to happen 
now or I’ll fall asleep too.

The event that triggered the trauma for Flex was when Paddy threw a fist full of French fried 
potatoes into his girlfriend Magda’s face. They were having dinner in a local restaurant in 
Hamburg at about 10 p.m. one Friday night near the end of August. He called her a whore and 
threw French fries in her face. She stood up and walked out into the darkness. He ran after her a 
few minutes later. But Magda was gone. Disappeared into the night.

Desperate, because now he regretted having thrown the French fries in her face, he called Flex.

Flex was settling down to a wonderful evening of friendly TV with his woman when Paddy called 
and threatened to come over. Flex said No, you can’t do that. Then, crying, whining, begging, 
gasping for breath in between each whine, he begged Flex: Please, in god’s name, I’ve lost 
everything, my mother is dead, my girlfriend left me, my father hates me, my brother hates me, I 
have no friends, nobody to help me…

An hour later - Flex’s woman having run like a frightened doe from his house - Flex was in the 
street outside Paddy’s residence. It wasn’t just a house. It was a residence. It had fetched a pretty 
penny on the market and now Paddy was going to be allowed to keep enjoying his life of no work.

In his position, I’d be happy. So would anyone. But Flex was trapped in helper mode and didn’t 
ask any questions at first. And when he arrived on the scene, in a neighborhood where there were 
only residences, Paddy was out in the middle of the quiet street with his cell phone pressed to his 
ear and crying and wailing and telling his story in his loudest whining voice to the sister of his 
girlfriend. And of course to the whole neighborhood. Perhaps they knew him already because 
there was no extraordinary activity in the shadows that appeared at windows nor were there any 
sudden rapid changes in the number of lights that were on in the surrounding houses.

Slime Kiss wasn’t thinking of giving Flex a Slime Kiss greeting at this time, and when the battery 
on the cell phone finally gave out, Flex was able to lead his wailing, whining sobbing, shuffling 
friend to the front door of his house, open it, lead him up the stairs and into his apartment. There 
Paddy sat down and whined his story out while Flex made him a cup of Baldrian tea to soothe his 
nerves.

After 2 hours of talk, where Paddy spilled his guts out about how he hated his family and how his 
girlfriend continued to betray him with glances at other men, with phone calls to her ex-husband, 
with the clerk in the super market … whoever she happened to glance at during the day when they 
were out together. These were all her betrayals of him. Her dishonoring of him.

At 2 a.m. the doorbell rang and, lo and behold who walks back into the picture but Magda.

She comes in after Paddy talks to her in the hallway for ten minutes.

She and Paddy sit down across the table from Flex. It looks like a therapy session is about to start. 
And that’s what it turned out to be.
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The first one to tell her story was Magda. Well, excuse me again, because as Flex told me, Paddy 
always broke into Magda’s story flow, so it’s her story, but it was told in pieces by her and by 
Paddy. And then of course it was told to me by Flex.

And remember, in Paddy and Magda we are dealing with two very sick people, so you might be 
shocked at some of the things you’re going to be told about them. Don’t worry, there’s no blood or 
killing or any violence in the conventional physical sense. But there is psychological violence 
galore. More psychological blood gets spilled than in a one of those English dramas like The 
Duchess of Malfi by Webster where everyone gets knifed or garroted.

[music]
4.
Alright, now we come to the part where the psychological blood begins to flow.

Magda’s story:
She was born in East Berlin and her parents worked high up in the media departments of the 
government over there. She married young and got a cushy administrative job in a university. At 
home, she had an older sister who belonged to her mother from another marriage. Her father, who 
also then eventually left for another woman, always tried to push her into competing and winning 
against her older sister. But of course she could never win and so she felt totally worthless.

This feeling of worthlessness carried through 2 failed marriages where she was always the slave in 
the relationship.

Then she met Paddy. Now here was a guy who could REALLY make her feel worthless. So what 
does she do?

First she has an affair with him. Then she says she wants to leave her husband to be with him. She 
does that and then when they go back to Berlin, she sleeps with her husband once again and then 
goes back to Paddy.

Now Paddy, after hours of interrogation, I mean real interrogation, keeping her awake for 36 hours 
on end. Yeah, like that! After ordeals like that, he manages to squeeze out of her the confession 
that yes, she slept with her husband once again.

Ah, now this is wonderful with Paddy because it plays right into his deepest psychological wound 
which is that he is inadequate sexually to give pleasure. He dies, in fact, even have problems with 
his erection.

When he tells Flex about this, Flex gives him some good advice: Stop competing with her 
husband.

Paddy of course hates this kind of good advice and buries it with side-issues and irrelevant 
garbage before it has a chance to sink too deep into his consciousness.

There they are now sitting across from each other at 4 a.m. Magda to his left, Paddy to his right, 
both of them talking openly about their desperate need to hurt the other because of the wrongs 
done.

Flex listened and listened and as they explained how it happened, over and over again. In 
Barcelona, in Berlin, in Ibiza, in Hamburg, on the street with passersby taking sides, as happened 
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in Spain, or in a restaurant, in public, public humiliation of the woman, Magda, and then insults 
for the owners of the establishment while leaving everything in turmoil behind him.

And now Flex, supposedly as counsellor, calmly listening to them, giving them advice, and the 
night ticking away, 5 a.m., finally 6 a.m., the sky starting to get light again.

Flex had listened to them ramble from one story to another, from one accusation to another, 
promising to leave each other, never to do this again, to lead healthier, better lives, and to finally 
go get some therapy.

Flex said that by 6 a.m. he was done. He told Paddy and Magda: I’m going to sleep. He got a 
blanket. Told them to leave the room. Turned off the light, and slept for 3 hours on the couch and 
got up refreshed enough to get back on his bike and ride home, his Saturday morning totally 
wrecked because he would have to sleep now instead of go shopping. It screwed his day.

Anyway, the day gets along and Flex recovers enough to cook dinner for him and his girlfriend 
and at 9 p.m. the phone rings and Paddy says: Hey hello, didn’t we have a dinner date for tonight?

Flex, now finally seriously aware of how distorted the character of this person is says: No way. I 
need private time after what went down this morning.

Oh says Paddy, maybe tomorrow then. And Flex says: I’m very busy these days.

And so it ends.

Well, for a few more days anyway there is quiet, and then Paddy calls again. This time Flex has 
been ruminating about the behavior of this animal Slime Kiss Mr Serial Manipulator and he says: 
Paddy, you are a very sick person. Very sick indeed and you need professional help. I can’t help 
you any more. Besides that, you’ve never worked a day in your life.

Oh, says Paddy, you’re jealous of me because I’m rich.

And Flex said he shook his head in dismay and hung up. And that was the last he heard of the guy 
except for some kind of a joke call attempt where Flex just answered: Thank you for calling and 
hung up.

Paddy and Magda were sick because they plied their psychological theater in public, drew in 
innocent helper bystanders, destroyed trust and confidence and made fools of everyone who tried 
to help them. And after they had battered each other psychologically senseless, they had hour upon 
hour of reconciliation sex.

Sick sick people. Both of them. And, in my opinion, Flex did well to rid himself of their presence. 
They really were a plague, and if he hadn’t managed to immunize himself against them by using 
his intellect and powers of analysis, they would have destroyed him completely and laughed along 
the way.

Beasts bent only on their own destructive sadistic pleasure.

Flex survived. And I hope you do too if they slime their way into your life.

What Flex doesn’t know is that I also wrote a little song about them. I hope he likes it.
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CRAWL OFF AND DIE

HE GOT EYES LIKE A LIZARD
HE TORTURES SOULS FOR FUN

HE’S A PROFANATION
A SHAME ON HIS NATION

A PRODIGAL SON

HE GOT A SLAVE-HEAD WOMAN
THEY PERFORM ON THE STREET

IN RESTAURANTS OR CAFÉS
NIGHT OR DAY

MR. STRONG & MRS. WEAK

THOUGH I NEVER SAY: KILL
I WOULDN’T CRY

IF HE’D JUST
CRAWL OFF AND DIE
CRAWL OFF AND DIE

IT’S A SIMPLE SICKNESS
IT FEEDS ON MONEY AND TIME

YOU NEED NOTHING TO DO ALL DAY
BUT PLAY

I, ME, MINE

UNDER COVER OF FRIENDSHIP
HE SNUCK INTO MY LIFE

HE TRIED TO RAPE MY SOUL
AND THEN SPIT ON MY WIFE
WELL, I CAN FORGIVE MUCH

IN THOSE I LIKE LEAST
BUT I CANNOT FORGIVE

THE VAMPIRE DESIRE
OF THIS EVIL BEAST

 
THOUGH I NEVER SAY: KILL

I WOULDN’T CRY
IF HE’D JUST

CRAWL OFF AND DIE
CRAWL OFF AND DIE

***
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FLEX MEETS A GUY AND HEARS A STORY
August 2009

It was right smack dab in the middle of the hottest days of the summer and Flex was reading a 
book of short stories by Haruki Murakami, one of his favorite authors and relaxing at a café in 
Rastatt in southern Germany, near the famous watering health spa of Baden-Baden, when a 
middle-aged guy with brown hair streaked with grey asked if he could sit down at the table with 
Flex.

Flex looked around at all the empty tables and then he looked at the guy, who didn’t seem to be 
weird or anything, and then he shrugged his shoulders and nodded and said: Sure, why not?

The guy pulled out a chair, sat down, and when the waiter came, ordered a large Latte and some 
blueberry pie.

Flex went back to his book. He was reading the story entitled A Folklore for my Generation. 
Murakami had a way of drawing the reader into a story with the first few lines. You felt like you 
were sitting across from him at a table in a café and he was speaking to you directly. Even the 
simplest and most banal stories were interesting because of the way he told them. And many of his 
stories had, well, I guess you would call them supernatural elements. But Flex - and he supposed 
Murakami as well - didn’t believe in the supernatural at all. But lots of people seemed to, and so 
the supernatural played a role in their lives and Murakami told you about them.

When the waiter brought the Latte and the blueberry pie, Flex looked up momentarily from his 
book and saw the guy looking intensely across the table at him. It was obvious to Flex that the guy 
wanted to talk. He looked like he was full of words that had to be spoken, but there was also a hint 
of uncertainty in those wide open blue eyes that were focused on Flex. So Flex, being the mild and 
nice guy that he was, opened the possibility for conversation by saying: I had some of that 
blueberry pie yesterday at breakfast. They make it fresh each day. I think it’s very tasty.

The guy showed Flex two rows of white teeth as he smiled. The intensity of his stare diminished a 
little and Flex felt that the words until then unspoken were going to bubble up to the surface and 
escape from his mouth at any moment.

The guy used his fork to cut off the tip of the blueberry pie and then guided the piece into his 
mouth, chewed it, closed his eyes while savoring the taste, swallowed and then looked at Flex 
again and said: You’re absolutely right. It’s delicious.

It was the first water to spill over the lip of the dam. The guy had a few more pieces of pie, drank 
some of his coffee, and then the water started its steady flow over the dam.

The guy never mentioned his name during the whole time, so Flex didn’t know how else to refer 
to him except as “the guy.”

Anyway, this is his story:

I’m a simple guy, he said. I’ve got a simple job which doesn’t require much skill and doesn’t pay 
very much, but I can live off the money well enough and I’m happy. I can’t give you a 
philosophical definition of happiness, but in my simple world, in my simple life, I’m happy. And 
I’m still happy, despite what happened to me.
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For the last 2 years I’ve been seeing a woman who has helped make my simple life happy. Before 
I met her I was always dissatisfied with everything, with my job, with my pay, with the women I 
was seeing, basically with everything. But then I met her and my life changed for the better. It’s 
obvious that she loves me very much. She shows it every day. The way she takes care of me, 
cooks for me, looks after my well-being in all her activities proves that to me. As they say: 
Actions speak louder than words. And all her actions point to her love for me. I hope that my 
actions speak to her in the same way. I think they do, but of course only she can make a true 
comment or judgement on that.

So between us, all is fine, and it has been since the first day we met. That first day is unforgettable 
for both of us.

A mutual friend of ours had invited 10 or 12 people to an afternoon of coffee and tea. I was among 
the first people to arrive and after talking to the hostess for a while, I sat myself down at the far 
end of the long diningroom table. The room started to fill up with people. I spoke with one or 
another of them, some of whom I knew, some I had just been introduced to.

I’d say the room was a little over half full and seats were being taken at the table when she walked 
into the room. From where I was sitting at the table I felt as if a magnet had suddenly been turned 
on, an electromagnet, and the pull was coming directly from her core. She glanced over at me and 
then looked down. I concentrated all my wish thoughts in her direction and wished her to sit down 
at then empty spot next to me. But she sat down at the opposite end of the table instead, on the 
other side, where I could see her clearly as she sometimes glanced in my direction. I knew 
instantly that she felt the magnetic pull that had arisen between us. But there was something that 
was holding her back and preventing her from coming directly to me and sitting at my side.

Then I saw him.

A rather short square built guy with dirty blond hair and a pasty white face stood behind her. He 
didn’t notice me at all. He was busy greeting people he knew and making himself known to people 
he was meeting for the first time. He wore a suede leather jacket and a casual shirt and my first 
impression of him was that he couldn’t properly relate to people. His manner wasn’t friendly and 
warm. His blue eyes were cold, unblinking. He looked at people as if they were fish, dead fish that 
he would soon de-bowel and fry in oil.

And he was totally unaware of the fact that his woman was gone from him, out of his life and had 
probably been gone for a long time.

He sat down next to her eventually and it was obvious that she wanted nothing to do with him at 
all. She talked to anyone but him. Never once touched him or paid any attention to him during all 
the time that coffee and cake was being passed around the table. He didn’t seem to find that at all 
unusual, so it was clear to me that whatever had once been there between them had long since 
been erased. Only it seemed that he hadn’t really been able to accept the fact yet.

Flex was fascinated by the story, and unconsciously he’d been sipping away at his coffee and now 
his cup was empty. He saw the waiter and signaled to him and ordered another coffee. The guy did 
the same.

(MUSIC)
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The waiter brought the two coffees and the guy smiled at Flex and continued his story:

Anyway, the whole afternoon we sat at opposite ends of the table and drank coffee and ate cake 
and talked with the people sitting near us - except that she never once talked with the guy who she 
had walked in with. Then, as happens in such gatherings, people stood up, went to the bathroom, 
to the kitchen, sat down next to other people, and generally moved around the table and around the 
apartment.

So did I. I got up and went into the kitchen and talked with the hostess, who making fresh coffee 
and taking some more baked goods out of the oven. Then the woman came in and the hostess 
turned her attention away from me. The two women talked an laughed and I stood nearby 
watching her all the while, this time from close by, and I saw her blue eyes flick over to me from 
time to time and felt the beams enter my eyes and hold me, like some of those science fiction 
space movies, where the beams from the mother ship lock on and pull the other spaceship closer 
and closer.

Her black hair had curls that wound in and out of each other like one of those complicated 
mathematical puzzles I once saw in Scientific American. Her nose was straight and perfect for her 
face. Her lips were full, very kissable, and really, believe this or not, her upper lip has that little 
dip in the middle, like at the top of a heart, the kind of heart kids draw, and I couldn’t take my 
eyes off her.

The hostess noticed me then and introduced us perfunctorily, not picking up the magic that was 
flowing between us at all. I touched her hand and the electricity flowed between us. Before I made 
the situation too dangerous for us, I left the room and turned down the hall to go to the bathroom.

I hadn’t been in there more than 10 or 15 seconds when there was a quiet knock on the door, 
which I opened, and she slid inside.

I locked the door behind her and we fell into an embrace. The kisses were pure confirmation of all 
that had passed between us from a distance, but now we were connected, arms around each other, 
the heat of our bodies speaking a language we both understood very well.

Flex took another sip of his coffee and wondered if the story was going to go into details he didn’t 
really want to hear from a stranger. But he had nothing to worry about.

The guy continued:

She broke away from me, unlocked the door and slipped back out. For a moment I stood there, 
stunned, not sure if it had really happened or not. I looked at myself in the mirror. Something had 
happened to me, that was for sure. I had a different look on my face. Something had changed. I 
stared at myself in that mirror for a long time. The deep furrows I was used to seeing on my brow 
had suddenly been smoothed out. My face looked relaxed. Then I had a moment of absolute 
clarity, a flash of knowing, what the Japanese call a moment of enlightenment, where I realized 
that for the first time since I was a young boy I actually looked happy. And I felt happy.

And despite all that has happened since then, I still feel happy.

Flex was curious to know what had happened since that first encounter but he wasn’t sure if he 
could ask the guy about it. Maybe all the guy wanted to talk about was that first magical encounter 
and leave the rest in darkness.
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But luckily for Flex’s curiosity, that wasn’t the case.

She got my telephone number from the hostess and called me a few days later, he continued. She 
has a soft voice, melodic, so calm that it calms me down and her words sit inside my head in 
comfortable chairs and make themselves at home. That’s only way I can describe her voice.

We made an appointment to meet that evening at a café not far from where I live. It was warm and 
we could sit outside under the trees and talk. We sat close to each other, touching shoulders and 
thighs and she told me everything about herself and her dead relationship. It had been dead for a 
few months already. From the very beginning it had been a conflict of wills and she had broken 
away from him for years at a time, only to fall back in under his spell. But this time it was dead. 
Completely dead. She hadn’t been anywhere near him for months, slept in another room and 
wanted nothing more to do with him. She had made the mistake of moving in with him and knew 
it was a mistake the moment the contract had been signed.

I told her that she should tell him officially that it was over and that she wanted to move out. She 
agreed that she would do that and the next day she called me to tell me that she had done it. She 
was going to finally be free of him. Or so we thought at the time.

She packed her things, moved out into a new apartment, but as soon as he realized she was gone, 
he wanted her back. He started stalking her. He broke into her apartment, got ahold of her 
telephone, looked at the saved numbers and called me. He wanted to know who I was, where I 
lived. He ranted at me and I disconnected the line. He called back two or three times more and I 
didn’t pick up.

When she found out that he’d broken into the apartment, she called the police and charged him 
with breaking and entering and got a restraining order to stop him from stalking her. But the 
harassment didn’t stop. One day he called her 32 times within the span of one hour.

And then he shifted his attention to me.

A few weeks ago he came up to me on the street with that same look in his eyes that I’d seen at the 
party that first time. I was a dead fish that he was going to disembowel and fry. But I wasn’t as 
dead as he thought. He garbled something that sounded like You asshole and then he tackled me 
and threw me down on the pavement. He used a wrestling grip on me and tried to get my head in a 
headlock. There we were, rolling around on the sidewalk and I somehow managed to push myself 
up on my feet. But he grabbed me in a bear hug and then, imagine my surprise, he bit me! He bit 
me in the shoulder!

Flex opened his eyes wide at that. It didn’t sound believable, but the guy paused for a moment and 
opened his shirt and showed Flex his left shoulder and, sure enough, there were quite visible scars 
from a bite mark.

He re-buttoned his shirt and continued his tale.

Well, anyway, I managed to get a punch or two into his belly and he let go of me. Meanwhile, 
some passerby had called the cops and as the cop car pulled up, he ran to them and started telling 
them his version of the story. Later on I found out that he said I had been stalking him, had snuck 
up behind him and attacked him and that he had only been able to free himself by biting me in the 
shoulder.
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The cops then came to me and took down my version of events. Luckily for me, the passerby who 
had seen the whole thing was willing to be a witness on my behalf.

So, asked Flex, did her ex get arrested?

No, the guy replied. Not at all. In fact, a few days later he took out a restraining order against me, 
accusing me of threatening him and wanting to beat him up. I’ve had nothing but meetings with 
lawyers for the past few weeks. It seems that no matter how much the police believe and 
understand the truth, the courts rely on other standards that often have nothing to do with the truth, 
but rather have everything to do with tactics. So nothing is certain.

Flex shook his head in commiseration. He had heard of how unjust the justice system could be. 
Now he was hearing it first hand from someone who could end up being a victim twice.

But, said the guy with a note of calmness in his voice, the whole incident has done nothing to 
shake the relationship between me and my woman. If anything, it has strengthened it. And 
strengthened our resolve to make sure he disappears out of our lives for ever.

The guy drank off the last of his coffee and wiped his lips with a napkin. He took out his wallet 
and dropped a 20 on the table.

Thanks for listening, he said. I really needed to tell my story to someone.

He got up, smiled once and then turned and walked away.

Flex watched him walk down the street and disappear around a corner. He looked around at the 
empty tables and thought to himself that if that 20 hadn’t been lying there in the middle of the 
table then he could have perhaps imagined the whole encounter, or perhaps it had been a Haruki 
Murakami story he was reading and had been so absorbed in that he had thought it was real. But 
the 20 was real. And so the guy had actually been there and told his story.

But, Flex wondered, was the story real? And why shouldn’t it be? Flex wasn’t a judge who had to 
be convinced of the veracity of the story. He wasn’t a cop. He was a stranger in a café who the guy 
would never see again.

 And what was the point of the story? That the guy was a victim? That a madman was on the loose 
out there trying to kill him? No. No. That hadn’t been the point at all. Flex took another sip of this 
coffee and then he got it, that little flash of intuitive knowledge that came unexpectedly: It was a 
story about the love between a man and a woman and how that love could exist peacefully no 
matter what storms raged around it. A love story. That’s what it was thought Flex, a love story.

(MUSIC)

***
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